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Abstract: The purpose of the paper is to offer an analysis of director’s Kenji Mizugochi’s Japanese
film from 1954 The Crucified Lovers (A Story from Chikamatsu). The main theme of the film is that of
the constant struggle of the individuals between reason and passion, or between society’s mindset and
their own. The struggle between reason and passion has been around in Western culture since the
time of ancient tragedies. It is a source of ethical dilemmas all the more once a society’s mindset is
very restrictive, and, once individuals” mindset does not overlap with the one of society, then the inner
conflict the individuals face is all the more pronounced, compared to tolerant, liberal societies of
today. While set in an age and culture not familiar for most Western culture members, or extremely
different, the idea of a restrictive society is a common one. It becomes easy for the viewer to
sympathize with the characters facing these ethical dilemmas in their relationships with the others.
The atmosphere of tragedy, the conflict between reason and emotion, the doomed lovers, all help
anyone, from any cultural background, resonate with the story of the characters. The analysis is
based on a perspective reminding of reader-response criticism which can be applied to the medium of
the film as well, since viewers bring their own background into their perception and interpretation of
the story.
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The Japanese film from 1954 The Crucified Lovers (A Story from Chikamatsu),
directed by Kenji Mizoguchi, presents, next to culture-specific and age-specific elements,
especially related to a sense of honour and morality, from the seventeenth-eighteenth century,
Edo period Japan, universal elements based on issues related to love. In this case, we have the
main theme of two lovers whose relationship is not only condemned by society and by their
own families, but which can only end in death, and the two lovers cannot have any change to
live a life together. We witness, as members of the audience, a very tightly moralistic and
strongly conventional traditional society, where the individual needs to conform to social
rules, norms, and sense of ethics. What is the role of society? Can it be beneficial, through
imposing rules, norms, ethical values, moral principles on the individual? Are there
exceptions, or should we, as individuals, always conform to society? Is it beneficial or
harmful for the individual to be living in a highly constricting society? How can the
individual adapt to the demands of society?

The society of the time imposes a very severe punishment for not respecting moral
principles: execution by death, which is the last level, after going through the discussions
with family members and society. If we contrast this mindset with the way we live today, we
can notice visible differences and we can feel that the injustice done to the two lovers is all
the more exaggerated, especially as we have in view the circumstances. Indeed, we tend to
judge and believe that society should become flexible and understand particular cases of
individuals’ situations the way we, the viewers, understand the situation presented in this film
and the way we sympathize with the characters.

The current mindset of viewers will underline all the more the constricting rules of
society, the pressures it places on the individuals, and the way the individuals can be victims
of many circumstances, just as the characters in this film find themselves. An unhappy
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marriage, the husband’s pressures placed on a young maid to become his lover, the wife’s
disappointment, the apprentice’s unconfessed love for the lady of the house finally confessed
in a moment of extreme emotional pressure, when they flee together, she since she is
unhappy, and him because he has forged some signatures to get a cheque to lend money for
the lady of the house to give to her brother. Financial troubles seem to be at the heart of all
the further issues for all the characters, which, combined with arranged marriages that go
contrary to genuine emotions of love and also combined with a rigid sense of ethics of the
age, as well as sense of honour for the entire families lead, intertwined and progressively,
towards the fall of the characters, in the spirit of a classical Western culture tragedy. We have
the star-crossed lovers, the lady of the house and the apprentice, whose genuine and
passionate feelings are condemned not only by society, but by their own families.

The morality is that of shaped by the 1715s, when the play from which the film was
inspired was created. It was a play called Daikyoji mukashi goyomi, and as a Japanese type of
play it was included as bunraku, and which refers to a puppet theatre show. The settings,
which are minimalist, as well as the entire way in which the action is portrayed, reminds of a
theatre show, no matter the culture and contemporary age when the audience members live.

The settings, without many pieces of furniture, show specific Japanese interiors. The
Japanese believe, traditionally, that a minimalist setting (Vasilski, 2010) is preferable for
interiors, both for their homes, as well as for temples and tea houses. The empty space for
them is not understood negatively, but positively, since it allows room for creativity,
relaxation, having enough physical space to move, as well as not letting the furniture in the
way to interacting with other people. With no furniture items acting as obstacles, the contact
between persons becomes easier. The small rooms favour an intimate atmosphere, where
characters confess to each other. The two characters can then only stay close to one another.
Maid Otama’s room works in this way. This room works once as a means of making Otama
accept the advances that are forced on her by her master, Ishun, and once as a place where
she confesses to the lady of the house about the master of the house’s advances. The lady of
the house, Osan, is devastated by the news. Osan had been forced to enter this marriage to an
older man since her family hoped to be helped with money and also to ensure a comfortable
life for their daughter. We see how maid Otama is forced to accept the master’s advances
when she clearly does not want to underlined by the way that he threatens her to keep coming
to her room until she says yes. We see how Osan is disappointed by her husband, since she
expresses her sadness over how her husband is not willing to lend money to his or her family,
yet he would easily offer to buy a house for Otama to keep her as a mistress. She realizes
their marriage is not based on honest feelings. She feels alone, not understood, and unhappy,
as well as out of place in the marriage she was arranged to enter by her family.

Naturally, the question arising from here for the present-day viewer of the film can be
related to whether or not society actually preached an ideal of morality and ethics that was
too rigid. The reader cannot be without an emotional reaction, since the film appears to
indirectly, through the action of the film, prompt such an emotional participation.

The honest, genuine feelings of the characters can help trigger such reactions in the
readers: a love that is completely honest and full of passion, between the lady of the house
and the apprentice to the master, which society and families however, condemn, and the
complete honesty of the young maid who does not wish to accept the advances made by her
master. Maid Otama’s feelings and observance of the sense of morality is completely honest.
She shows a complete overlap of society’s imposed ethical principles, family’s and her own.
She feels the honest need to prevent the lady and simply cannot accept her master’s advances
and to be his mistress, no matter how much she wishes to help her own family with money.
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The action mainly takes place in and involves characters present in and related to
Ishun, the rich scroll maker’s, house, and it includes a set of interrelated characters, based on
their relationships with siblings, parents, and other family members. Occasionally, the setting
switches to the room of Otama, the young maid to whom Ishun, the master of the house, goes
in order to seduce her, to the home of Osan’s mother, a boat where Osan and Mohei discuss
about their feelings of love and each of them confesses, the inn where Osan and Mohei stay,
the lands where they run together, a bamboo forest near Mohei father’s home.

The main lines of the plot are as follows: Ishun is a rich scroll-maker, married to the
younger Osan. Mohei is the apprentice of the scroll-maker. Ishun likes young maid Otama
and wishes to have her as a mistress, pressing her into it, by offering her a comfortable life
and even to buy a house for her. Otama asks Mohei for permission to tell her master she is
engaged to him so that he would leave her alone. However, Mohei tells her it is not a good
1dea to lie. In the meantime, we notice the incident of two lovers, a samurai’s wife and the
man she fell in love with, being led publicly to the shame of being crucified, meaning that
they would be killed as a punishment for their deeds against publicly established morality.
This image is going to haunt the members of the audience, especially in retrospect, when they
will go back through the action and consider this scene an anticipation of what is going to
happen to Osan and Mohei. The film present only subtle details, and, as we know, Japanese
culture is an indirect communication culture (Ciubancan, 2015; Midooka, 1990), relying on
the language of gestures and knowledge of background and context, not so much of direct
expression of words. We can also notice how Mohei is quick to judge the incident and claim
that they should not have disobeyed the rules and values of society. Yet, this is just a
judgement based on an abstract situation. Once Mohei is involved himself in it, everything
escapes control until it all falls apart and they follow the fate of the star-crossed lovers from
the beginning. This can be seen as a foreshadowing.

The situation starts getting more complicated when Osan needs to lend some money
to Ishun’s brother in law, and Osan knows Ishun would not accept so she asks Mohei for
help. He is willing to do anything for her, a detail over which the viewers return in their
memories of the film after watching it all. In retrospect, we notice that there have been
various clues to the course the action may take, as well as to the feelings and relationships
between characters.

Mobhei is willing to sign blank cheques for Osan to lend money from her husband to
her brother, and is caught. However, while the master judges the Mohei and Osan and scolds
them in his house, maid Otama is willing to come to the rescue, hoping to save the situation.
She tells the master that Mohei has done everything in order to help her, as her uncle, a
samurai without a master, needed a sum of money. The situation was a true one. However,
the plan Otama had to help backfires and further complicates matters, since master Ishun is
jealous of Mohei, as he believes he has helped maid Otama since he was in love with her, and
therefore would do anything for her. As a result, master Ishun wishes to have Mohei arrested
the next morning, and for the time being makes him a prisoner. Mohei’s intent was to escape
by fleeing from the master’s house before the morning arrived, yet even more complications
arise. Osan wishes to thank Otama for her intervention and intent of helping, and tells the
maid she will ask Ishun to forgive her. It is at this moment that Otama breaks into her
confession, as she first tells the lady of the house that Ishun would never forgive her, as he
saw Mohei as an obstacle in him having her as a mistress for himself. Osan then switches
rooms with Otama, wishing to catch her husband in Otama’s room and confront him about
her. In the meantime, Mohei, before leaving, wishes to thank Otama for the help she hoped to
get when intervening, yet it is Osan herself he tells he is intending to escape and leave from
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Ishun’s house. Osan expresses her wish not to have Mohei leave and then her wish to leave
the house together with him, since she is disappointed in her husband’s behaviour.

This detail, of the lady of the house insisting to leave together with Mohei, and react
negatively to Mohei’s expression of his intent to leave the household, can make viewers think
in retrospect about this as a sign that she has always cared for Mohei herself, just as he has
cared for her. Another such detail is visible when we, the members of the audience, witness
how Mohei, had asked Otama the maid not to tell the lady about her husband’s proposal to
her, in order not to upset her and make her suffer. This advice comes from Mohei’s genuinely
caring for Osan. However, Otama simply breaks off emotionally and confesses, as she
appears to be genuinely much too troubled about the entire situation.

Otama looks very innocent and kind. She appears to be a reflection of the innocence
of the two lovers, Mohei and Osan, who spend a very little time together, and that time
together is spent fleeing, running away, being chased, being accused of adultery and
condemned. Additionally, Mohei and Osan may look at each other before the problematic
situation, yet they never acted in any direction to fulfill their relationship. Until their
confession about loving each other, they are accused of eloping together and of adultery in a
seemingly unfair way. However, each of them has his or her own reason to be running away
from the house of master Ishun. Osan is disappointed by Ishun’s intentions of infidelity,
through his courting of Otama, her vision of marriage, likely, being ruined. Osan mentions in
her discussion with Otama the maid how her husband Ishun spoke about morality and
supported it in his comment on the two lovers who were being send to public execution
through crucification, public humiliation, and whose fate seems to form the centre point of
discussions of the main characters, thus starting to show the way abstract understanding of
norms and applying a template without knowing the particular situation of the lovers does not
mean we can escape such situations ourselves, where others would condemn us. Definitely,
until we deal with a certain life experience ourselves and are directly involved, the way the
characters in Ishun’s and related to characters in his household are, after they comment in a
judgemental way on the two lovers sentenced to crucification. They do not know the story
behind the deed of these two young people, and therefore it can be easy to pass judgment on
them and condemn them, the way they have been taught by society to do. We notice how, as
members of the audience, we cannot find it as easy to dismiss the behaviour of the characters
whose story we see detailed before our eyes in the household of Ishun as immoral and
incorrect. Once we see the action of the film, we cannot remain impartial. We tend to side
with the characters and notice that morality and correct behaviour are not a clearly-cut matter
of black and white. The way we behave is not simply good or bad. There can be shades of in-
between the two. The main problem is that of not being understood genuinely in a
relationship where various material interests and also interests related to honour appear, as
well as obligation. It is difficult to live just superficially and conventionally, trying to keep in
mind various interests of family and even someone own’s material ones. The need for true,
close relationships with someone can lead to the wish to escape from unhappy relationships.

While it can be common sense that society, in its application of rules, laws,
punishments and constraints should be flexible and keep in mind the context of what is going
on, and those involved, and which is the way the judgement of the members of the audience
takes, the harsh reality is that love outside marriage is punishable by death in the Japanese
Edo period society.

This oppressive society which condemns adultery can be compared, by members of
Western culture in the film’s audience, to The Scarlet Letter, a novel about Puritan New
England, published originally by Nathaniel Hawthorne in 1850. We see the same idea of
allowing the reader and even prompting the reader to judge the society that is so rigid in
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applying norms and morals, together with laws, like a template, without taking into account
the particular features of each individual’s personality, and, especially, the particularities of
each individual’s context. In The Scarlet Letter, Hester Prynne is condemned to stand on a
scaffold and be humiliated publicly wearing a scarlet letter A for adultery then and afterwards
for the rest of her life. While her husband was at sea, and then while he was believed to have
died during his trip, Hester fell in love with someone else and had a daughter outside
marriage. The Puritan community in Boston, Massachusetts, condemns her behaviour.
However, the society during those times was not as radical in its punishment to lead to death
by execution as in the film The Crucified Lovers. However, we notice the same aspect of
public shame and condemnation by society. In the case of the Puritan community, it is very
religious and unforgiving, as adultery is considered a major sin. This is why the father of the
child, whom Hester does not make known to her husband, when he pressures her after his
unexpected return. We later find out he is the minister of the community, Arthur
Dimmesdale, who eventually, out of guilt, falls ill and dies. It is revealed he also had a scarlet
letter A, in his case tattooed on his skin, due to his guilt. Hester’s husband, as a physician,
suspects that the cause of the minister’s illness is due to a guilty conscience. He intended to
take his revenge, yet the minister confesses to his sin publicly on the same scaffold where
Hester was publicly exposed some years ago and dies in her arms. In The Scarlet Letter, we
see how, in the case of some characters, their personal sense of morals is both shaped by and
overlaps with that of the society they live in. As an example, the crowd, and Hester’s husband
are both shaped by society in the way they judge Hester. They are very rigid. Hester, in the
meantime, seems to have an open mind, can be respected and admired by readers for her
attitude, yet she has no choice but to live isolated by the community and condemned by her
husband.

However, the situation in the case of Hester and her lover Dimmesdale, as well as the
situation of Osan and Mohei, can prompt for readers and viewers the outrage at the way
society forces individuals to live, without reaching happiness. We are living, nowadays, in
the Western world especially, in a highly individualist world (Santos et al, 2017), where we
have become influence by the model of American individualist society (Potter, 2019), where
an ideal world was promised even at a time where in Europe, in the old world, we were
dealing with a hierarchical world, based on a fixed social order we could not change
throughout our life course, meaning that once born poor, middle class, or as members of the
rich aristocracy, we were supposed to remain like this. Otherwise, social mobility until the
Victorian age, with the beginning of industrialization and possibility for more workplaces and
better living conditions, remained impossible, or frowned upon once someone suddenly
became rich, as they were believed to have achieved this through illegal, dishonest means.
American society offered the opportunity to grow from rags to riches, to become wealthy and
famous, to achieve anything, to invent and be supported, to become anything individuals
wanted. It was an example of very freely minded society which allowed for all individual
freedom, and did not impose restrictive conventions and pressures on the individuals.

To some extent, we have dealt with some social constraints, once we judge the
situation from the perspective of today. Today, the characters of the two crucified lovers in
the beginning and then their equivalent, Osan and Mohei, whose case we find in the middle
of a household with whose characters the film has familiarized us with, would not be
punished with death and shamed the way they are in the Edo period. The situation may lead
to having them sent away from their homes, families, disinherited, their families may never
speak to them again, but they would be able to start anew elsewhere. Additionally, there may
be gossip, there may be condemnation, there may be lack of understanding from the others
around them, but they would still be free to live and continue seeing one another. The same
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shame and condemnation of adultery is visible in the Puritan community in The Scarlet
Letter. There, however, death appears as a result of personal convictions and guilty
conscience of the minister.

The situation of Osan and Mohei may not be judged, however, harshly, once we
understand how other characters deal with moral rules themselves. In fact, everyone knows
how they should properly behave, yet is anyone allowed by the circumstances to actually live
by these principles and values? Is it even possible? Does society set up unrealistic
expectations of the way people should be living? All of these are questions which can appear
in the minds of the viewers.

All the while, we realize, especially since we have another mindset today overall,
related to the way we should be living, in our relationship with society, which nowadays is
expected to be tolerant, how the problems of the individuals are created by the social
constructs of proper behaviour and ways of thinking. Definitely, some of these have to do
with adapting to the living conditions of the time, ensuring survival. We are also aware of the
fact that, based on Hofstede’s theory of cultural dimensions (Singh et al, 2005), Japanese
society, especially during the Edo period, is collectivist (Azuma, 1998) and hierarchical
(Lehmann & Lehmann, 1982; Smith, 1983). This means they have a strong sense of the way
the individual should be acting in the interest of the family, group, and community, and not in
his or her own interest. The hierarchical culture is visible in the way the household of Ishun is
structured. He is the master of the house, and everyone is expected to obey him: his wife and
his servants. Additionally, his wife’s family depends on him and his money, as we can see.
His servants also depend on him. Maid Otama depends on remaining in this job in order to
help her family and especially her uncle, a samurai without master. While he is highly placed,
Ishun makes use of his power abusing the others depending on him. At the same time, it is a
matter of honour for him not to let anyone know publicly about the elopement of his wife
with his apprentice, since in his society having one’s wife commit adultery was a dishonor. In
the end, however, everything is found out and Ishun is punished by public humiliation with a
notice on his house explaining how his wealth was confiscated for hiding his wife’s adultery.
Ishun would have received his wife back to prevent humiliation, and agreed to erase the debts
of some persons in her family.

Osan goes to her mother’s house, yet there she is not understood by her own family,
as they insist she has no other choice but to return to her husband’s home, since he had
agreed to receive her as if nothing had happened. Otherwise, there would be dishonor on the
entire household and family of Osan’s mother. We realize how Osan’s mother holds a
genuine close observance of society’s rules and she genuinely believes that this is the right
way to live in society, by not giving in to true emotions and considering to play the role the
family has assigned to a young woman in an arranged marriage. Osan’s mother has a mindset
and values which overlap with those of society. She believes this is the right way to behave
for her daughter. She tells her daughter she has nothing else to do and nowhere else to go but
back to her husband, as she cannot stay with her mother in her home any more.

The most tragic part is that, indeed, viewers can realize how Osan and Mobhei literally
have no place to go. Previously, they had tried to go to Mohei’s father, who has a similar
mindset with Osan’s mother at first. He says he has no son, that his son would never behave
that way towards his master. He sends Mohei and Osan in the shelter for guests for the night,
then tells them to leave before daybreak. However, they fall asleep and Ishun’s men take
Osan to her mother’s place and leave Mohei in his father’s guests’ shelter tied up so that he
would be later on taken by the police and arrested. However, in the meantime, we notice how
Mohei’s father is in a situation which could be described as an ethical dilemma: to obey the
values and moral principles he has been taught all his life and which he has internalized, to
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the point where he can identify his own personal values as overlapping with those of society,
or to leave these principles and values set out by society and try to challenge them, or simply
put them aside, since he cannot emotionally want to actually turn in to the police his own son.
Mohei’s father starts by refusing to untie his son’s hands, even if he offers him food he
prepared, in the guests’ shelter. He does show his disagreement for what his son has done, yet
he given in to his emotional bond towards his son and cuts the ropes holding him a prisoner,
but orders him to leave his house. After all, if his father had kept him in his house, the police
would have come after him. His father thinks realistically, once we consider the situation.
Viewers can interpret his father’s behaviour as anger at the entire situation which is now
hopeless and nothing can be done to go back to the previous order of life, when Mohei had
not eloped from his master after trying to forge cheques for borrowing money to help Osan
with her brother’s financial difficulties.

The ethical dilemma is also visible at some point in the case of Mohei. He does not
want to take Osan with him, as he sees the issues and tragedy ahead of them if he does. He
realizes the entire danger, yet eventually he cannot stop himself. Viewers interpret in
retrospect, based on clues, the way Osan had shown she was caring for him as she insisted he
took her with him. It was not only the disappointment with her husband’s behaviour and
feelings towards her, but something more, under the form of her feelings of love for Mohei.
The fact that eventually Mohei agrees to take her and then they both confess, and finally
decide not to kill themselves by drowning in a lake but try to run away together shows their
willingness to challenge the values and mindset they had been taught by society and by their
families. They likely realize that such principles and values are not respected by those around
them, and this is doing to them harm, first directly to Osan, following the confession of her
maid, then to Mohei as he enters a dangerous situation trying to help Osan get money from
her husband to help her brother. Afterwards, we notice how, while together, repeatedly,
Mohei hesitates to get closer to Osan, even when she directly asks him to. For example, he
refuses to sleep next to her at the inn, when the innkeeper prepares for them a bed for two
persons, with two pillow one next to another. He refuses to sleep in the same room with her
even when she asks him to since she feels very cold, and the audience may wonder if she
means it literally or if it is just a pretext to be together with him. After all, their time together
is very limited, as they go through various psychological dilemmas along the way. While in
the mountains, when Osan sprains her ankle, and find shelter in a local woman’s place,
Mohei leaves her and tries to get away from her by himself, likely in an attempt, as the
audience interprets, to stop their accusations of adultery which would mean death for them
both, since it was clear they would be found. They were already searched for and the police
had anticipated the road they would take. When Osan runs after him, eventually he will go
back to her to help her with her ankle, but also since he cannot oppose his emotions for her.

While trying to keep emotions under control, Mohei eventually loses control and no
longer considers the consequences, just as Osan had previously done. He knows he should
not have gone to see Osan at her mother’s house, but continued on his way, yet he meets her
and does not even care about what Osan’s mother says. Osan’s mother tries to explain to
them reasonably the severity of their situation and asks Mohei to part with her daughter Osan,
now that he has seen her for the last time, and continue on his way. She even offers him
money to help him on his journey. This is the moment when both Osan and Mohei seem
caught up in their passion completely, and refuse anything to do with the reality of their
situation. In the end, we see them, together with the other servants of Ishun’s household, tied
up together and paraded about the community to be publicly shamed, and holding hands. The
servants comment that both of them look, in spite of their situation, so happy together. It is
their last moment together, before they will be crucified.
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The young maid Otama can also be seen, by telling her master she is engaged to
Mohei, as she wishes to escape from the advances of her master Ishun, as a character
foreshadowing other situations of love that cannot be fulfilled and a wish for actually
dreaming of Mohei to actually tell her he likes her. Otama seems to offer clues, through her
behaviour, starting with her closeness to Mohei, to the time she spends confiding in him, and
then to the way she tries to help him out when he is in trouble with the master with Osan with
the cheque to like Mohei. She seems to the audience, in retrospect, to enter situations where
she tries to provoke Mohei to tell her he likes her, yet he does not say this. While she asks
him for help with her lying to her master about being engages to Mohei, Mohei lectures her
about not being good to tell lies. Then Otama tells Ishun that Mohei did not do what he did
with the money for Osan or for himself, but for her. Ishun becomes jealous as he believes
Mohei actually is engaged to Otama, and viewers come to believe that Otama told these lies
which actually say something about her own fantasies and daydreams about Mohei actually
doing such a thing for her. Allusions to love and the extent to which passion would be strong
enough to do crazy things for the loved person about in this situation. We also notice how
Mohei shows how much he cares for Osan when we realize that the advice given by him to
Otama not to tell the truth to Osan about her husband’s advances on Otama comes in
contradiction with the way he advises Otama not to tell lies about their engagement to Ishun.
Otama may have hoped for a reaction of jealousy from Mohei, when she confessed to him
about Ishun’s repeated advances. Yet, he simply tells her not to tell Osan. He seems more
protective towards Osan than towards Otama.

We also notice how Otama is not believed at first by Ishun about her engagement to
Mohei. He seems to suspect she is trying to escape from him with this and that it is just a lie.
Eventually Ishun becomes angry when he hears about the so-called rash thing with the money
that Mohei had done for Otama. With her lies, it seems, Otama did not manage to protect
anyone, or to help solve the situation somehow, but instead it got even worse. Yet, all these
attitudes of the characters are meant to give clues to the audience about their feelings, which
are not expressed directly for us.

The attitude of the other women servants towards Otama and the way they gossip is
another means of giving clues to the audience about what is going on with Otama and the
master, then with Otama and Mohei. We hear them comment about the way Otama is
preparing the meal for Ishun with the caring attitude of a wife. Actually, he is the one asking
Otama to do all of these for him. We also hear them comment about the way Otama looks so
upset when the rumours, which eventually prove to be true, of the adultery between Mohei
and Osan spread. They comment how Otama looks upset that Mohei had left, implying that
Otama was in love with him, yet he did not respond to her feelings.

The film reminds to members of Western culture in the audience about the conflict
between passion and reason, between duty towards the family or community, and personal
emotions. The conflict between reason and passion in ancient tragedies was believed to bring
in a source of tension in this play (Schiesaro et al, 1997). We further on witness this same
conflict between reason and passion in Jean Racine’s plays, a French playwright from the 17"
century. Passionate love, for Racine, meant loss of control, and, therefore, the tragic effects of
setting reason aside. According to Tavcar (1981), We witness the conflict between reason and
passion in his play Phaedra, and we also find there the topic of adultery. Racine questions the
other issues associated with duty and honour, especially judging from the point of view
whether man is strong enough to pursue such ideals. According to Barbour (1983), “Tragedy
often depicts a striking moral situation: an admirable character performs actions which lead
to evil and to self-destruction.” Mohei and Osan, while so innocent in their love, commit,
according to the social norms of the time, adultery, together, and forgery, in the case of
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Mohei. It coud be precisely their innocence making them hope for the situation to get better
and to actually make their dream come true of being together. Instead, every action they take
in the direction of fulfilling their dream, leads them to a gradual downfall. We see this
gradual downfall of the characters involved in their passionate love, Mohei and Osan, as they
are blamed, sent away, isolated by society, chased, and, eventually, publicly shamed and
killed as a punishment by crucification.

While the film is based on visual elements from where we can become aware of how
indirect communication culture works, and of the way in which we, as members of the
audience, can understand what is going on through looks, gestures, actions and allusions, it is
also a film that prompts deep reflections on the relationship between individual and society,
arranged marriages, moral values, ethical dilemmas, reason vs passion, moral duty vs
emotions, etc.

We could claim that the struggle between reason and passion is a universal feature of
human nature, once we notice that this topic has been found ever since ancient tragedies and
is also present in the works of the father of Psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud. Freud (2016)
deals with this conflict in his theory about the constant struggle between the superego, or the
moral instance, which judges based on reason and can even go towards a strong moral
judgement to the point where we feel guilty, and the id, which is that instance dealing with
our wishes, needs, and dreams.

In the case of the film The Crucified Lovers, the structure is based on the universal
struggle between reason and passion, which is a constant in human nature, regardless of
historical age and culture, and, ultimately, mindset related to age and society in a particular
geographical space. An ancient tragedy shows the individual in a moment of psychological
crisis, while faced with an ethical dilemma (Gould, 2001), which can be a universal conflict
faced by individuals. The struggle in The Crucified Lovers, as well as in highly hierarchical,
and authoritarian, social structures, can be regarded as the society’s rules, laws and values
representing an overlapping with the superego of psychoanalytic theories, controlling
everything, and the individuals, going against society’s strict rules and mindset, representing
passion. We could, in fact, go on further and interpret the struggle of the individual in these
restrictive societies and times as being a symbol of the ego of psychoanalysis, in constant
fight in-between the superego and the id, or between reason, morality, duty, and passion,
emotions, feelings, personal makeup.

The struggle between reason and passion is, in fact, the source of and basis of ethical
dilemmas. The characters find themselves situated in-between, and eventually choose one
path or another. Similarly, the viewer can, eventually, face similar ethical dilemmas when
watching such a film or play: whether to side with the characters, while knowing about the
morality imposed by society or not, to sympathize with them or to judge or condemn them.
After all, the particular feature of this film and of all stories based on the conflict between
reason and passion can lie on this type of ethical dilemma for the characters in the fictional
world, as well as for the members of the audience. Minadeo (1985) offers the perspective of
researchers when asking the question how to side and sympathize as members of the audience
or reader of Sophocles’ play Antigone, when the title character “works against the grain of the
religious, moral, and emotional issues” which are part of the society of her times. Therefore,
based on Minadeo (1985)’s remark, we can claim that the ethical dilemma at work for
members of the audience, of such a story in any medium, is also there, and worked out in a
manner mirroring the main characters’, choosing their own passion, emotions, ideas, and not
those imposed by society.

The perspective from which the film was presented for analysis was based on an
equivalent of reader-response approach (Mart, 2019), applied to the medium of the film,
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based on the background knowledge of the author of the present paper. According to reader-
response criticism, readers always react, emotionally and at the level of interpretation, based
on personal experience and knowledge when reading a story and, in this case, when
experiencing a story in the audiovisual medium.

The analysis of the film The Crucified Lovers reveals the ongoing dimension of the
conflict between reason and passion until our days. Norms of society can either reinforce
certain values or can lead to the individual’s finding him or herself in an ethical dilemma,
implying whether to choose what society says is right or to act according to individual
feelings and, ultimately, individual beliefs. We witness in the situation of The Crucified
Lovers how the understanding of both characters and audience members can switch from
siding with society’s mindset and from knowing everything for sure in the case of the
comments about the two unknown lovers, to questioning what society has taught us and our
own mindset overlapping with that imposed by society, in the case of Osan and Mohei’s love
story. This mood of questioning has started intensely with Modernism and Postmodernism
and continues until today, yet it has not stopped ethical dilemmas from happening. While
society is struggling to become tolerant, it is all still far from ideal. It is a topic of current
social concern, and will always be a topic specific to the structure of our human nature and
psychology, and the film The Crucified Lovers offers insight into the topic by presenting this
particular case, of these particular characters involved.
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