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From box office hit to the serenity of temples
Karryn Miller
CONTRIBUTING WRITER
---------------------------------------------------------

V ampires and yoga seldom appear
in the same sentence — except
when talking about Fran Rubel
Kuzui.

The New York native is known in
Hollywood for her role as director of the
hit movie ‘‘Buffy the Vampire Slayer’’ and
as executive producer of its spinoff TV
series, but Kuzui’s current endeavors are
gaining her acclaim in Japan as well.

The sprightly 64-year-old has traded in
her Hollywood digs for a UNESCO World
Heritage site in Nikko, Tochigi
Prefecture, and replaced her director’s
chair with a yoga mat.

Escaping Tokyo’s rush, Kuzui and her
husband, Kaz Kuzui, divide their time
between Tokyo’s fast pace and a much
slower one in Nikko. It was in Nikko that
they came upon another sacred site,
perfect for their company EcoNikko and
a yoga studio within an ancient Buddhist
temple.

The temple and surrounding grounds
had been left in a state of disarray. Rotten
floors and a garden engulfed by bramble
hid the temple’s charm. But the Kuzuis
and business partner Dominica Serigano
saw past the mess and decided the location
would be perfect for EcoNikko’s vision.

‘‘We started EcoNikko to create a place
where people could come and renew and
rejuvenate their body, mind, and spirit. I
had been looking for something like this
myself in Japan. But I could never find
the kind of place that was open and free of
restrictions.’’

Kuzui refers to the venture as her
‘‘karma yoga’’ project, and helps run the
business without focusing on making a
profit. The yogic undertaking is not
entirely out of character. Yoga has
played a role in Kuzui’s life since her
college days and throughout her career.

The self-proclaimed ‘‘city girl’’ grew up
in New York, attended college there, and
completed a degree in television and a
masters in film at New York University in
the late ’60s.

‘‘I graduated at a time when film was
coming into its own and the NYU School of
the Arts was just forming,’’ says Kuzui.
‘‘Martin Scorsese was just graduating
when I entered the school and Francis
Ford Coppola was always hanging
around.’’

Despite the abundance of talent
coming out of the school, the role women
were to play within the film industry was
still not clear. And although Kuzui knew
where she wanted to go, getting there was
another matter.

‘‘When I was in film school there was
never any discussion about female
students becoming directors.’’ Within her
graduating class there were only three
other women (two became script
supervisors and the other became a
writer.) ‘‘In my heart I always wanted to
be a director, but as I’ve said, when I was
in school it was never anything that
women thought they could do.’’

Kuzui got her first break as an
undergraduate when a public
broadcasting service in New York picked
up a script she had written. ‘‘I was hired
because they bought my script. They
immediately assigned me to a project and

within three weeks I was an associate
producer at the National Education
Television station.’’

A year later, Kuzui was given the
chance to run the New York Film Unit of
Encyclopedia Britannica to produce
educational films. ‘‘I was running the
company by the time I was 25,’’ she says.

‘‘When they closed the unit I met a
woman who agreed to train me to be a
script supervisor. This was my entry into
making feature films and I jumped at it.’’

Her new career path eventually led her

to her husband, also within the movie
business. Their first meeting Kuzui looks
back at using the cliche ‘‘love at first
sight’’ to describe. ‘‘Our story almost
sounds like a corny movie.

‘‘Kaz came to New York to make a
Japanese film called ‘‘Proof of the Man.’’ I
was hired as part of the U.S. film crew
and Kaz was the first assistant director.’’

They met in the production office, had
their first date a week later and have been
together ever since. ‘‘I always joke that
Kaz didn’t speak very good English at
that point and by the time his English got
better we were already married.’’

Her partner was what brought her to
her second home, Japan, and was a
driving force behind her realizing her
director vision.

‘‘One day Kaz brought me to a hotel,
checked me in and told me not to come
home until I had finished the screenplay I
had been dreaming of writing,’’ recalls
Kuzui.

‘‘It was a very long week but I finished
‘Tokyo Pop’ that way. He told me that he
didn’t think he could live with me for the
rest of my life if I didn’t try to make a film.

‘‘So we made ‘Tokyo Pop’ and I had the
career I had always wanted.’’

The tale seemed fitting for her at the time
— a story about an American woman trying
to understand Japanese youth culture and
falling in love with a Japanese man.

The critically acclaimed film debuted in
1988, four years prior to her ‘‘Buffy’’ break.

The first film and the others that
followed helped her ‘‘to earn money by
being myself,’’ something she says she has
wanted to do ever since she was a child.

When she came across the ‘‘Buffy the
Vampire Slayer’’ script she saw the
deeper idea of being yourself reflected in
its leading character. ‘‘It’s very hard to

escape from who you are,’’ Kuzui says,
referring to the concept of one’s life path.

‘‘When we’re in high school we have
some idea of who we are and what we
should be doing, but most kids run away
from their hopes and desires. Sticking
with that dream is the important thing.’’

‘‘Buffy’’ went from movie to TV series
and was aired around the world from
1997-2003. The gutsy blond slayer was a hit
with women (though most don’t know that
she wasn’t always so tough.)

‘‘The original script of ‘Buffy’ was
pretty simple. She was a cheerleader who
killed vampires. There were no martial
arts and she was a very passive,
uninspired girl.’’ Kuzui recalls.

‘‘At the time I was hanging out with
Hong Kong martial arts director John
Woo and was very impressed by him. I
was also a huge fan of Sailor Moon
because she was so empowered.’’

Kuzui wanted to bring Sailor Moon’s
traits and martial arts skills to the
character. ‘‘The writer, Joss Whedon,
loved the idea, so we set out to rewrite the
script.’’ The movie was picked up by a
studio within three weeks of the revised
script’s completion.

‘‘Kaz and I were in Hawaii when Joe
Wroth at 20th Century Fox called me and
said he wanted to make the movie. He
asked me to get back to L.A. as soon as

possible. When I got on the plane I noticed
that the pilot of the big jumbo jet was a
woman,’’ Kuzui remembers.

‘‘It actually entered my head that here I
was getting my big break and now I was
on a plane with a female pilot, and I hoped
we didn’t crash.

‘‘It was a stunning moment when I
realized we have all these prejudices . . .
It’s a question of overcoming them
ourselves.’’

Kuzui, then soon to be a well-known
woman within the movie business,
learned a lot from the experience. ‘‘When
I find someone treating me differently
because I’m a woman — in any situation
— I remind myself that it’s only a question
of their mind and I need to make room for
them to change.’’

Kuzui’s career in Japan’s foreign film
industry has also progressed over the
years. In the 1980s nobody in Japan
wanted to release the band Talking
Heads’ concert film ‘‘Stop Making Sense,’’
so Kuzui and her partner started Kuzui
Enterprises, a Tokyo-based film
distribution company.

‘‘We rented a theater and showed the
film. It was so successful that people kept
asking when the next film would be. I
asked my friends in New York if we could
distribute their films and Kuzui
Enterprises started to flourish.’’

The operation allowed Kuzui to show
films by directors that she and her husband
liked and to bring the directors to Japan
and ‘‘hang out.’’ But when things stopped
being fun, the duo slowed the business
down. ‘‘It’s all corporate now and very
much bottom-line orientated. We only
distribute the films in our library now.’’

With extra time Kuzui has come back to
parts of her life that during her busy
schedule were sometimes put to the side —
like her Hatha yoga practice. ‘‘I’ve gone
years without practicing and then come
back to it. If you stop, then muscle
memory will always bring you back.’’

Kuzui believes, ‘‘All yoga brings you
close to the truth, whether it’s body
alignment, thinking or breathing. So
when you stray from it you can always go
back to it.’’

Kuzui now divides her time between
Japan and America and goes wherever her
latest project takes her. Her efforts are
focused on helping others as she see this
time of her life as her time to give back.

‘‘These are very challenging times for
everyone. I know I can’t save the world or
even make a large difference, but it’s
completely possible to make a small
difference.’’
-------------------------------------------
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Culture shock
connections
Japan is not as shocking as it used to be.

I mean culture-wise. Culture shock
Japanese-style doesn’t have the same
voltage as it had before.

By ‘‘culture shock’’ I refer to that
delicate period of adjustment when
newcomers find their fingers stuck deep
in the cultural sockets of their adopted
way of life. The anxiety of that
adjustment can distort, discourage and
inevitably short-circuit any visitor’s stay.

If you have made Japan your second
home, you certainly have friends and
acquaintances who arrived here with the
same sunny hopes as yours but never
found the light at the end of the dark
tunnel of adjustment.

Those friends and acquaintances are
probably no longer around. Odds are the
cultural jolt was too much and they
packed their bags and departed.

Yet, modern times have reduced the
cultural amperes in a wide variety of
ways.

First, the hardware is much better
grounded. Japan isn’t as Japanesey
anymore. Cities here flash the same
glassy facades as cities anywhere.

Streets are wider than they used to be,
cleaner, more antiseptic. On those
streets, people dress in a fashion sense
that is cozily cosmopolitan. Suburbia,
despite the lack of green grass, wears a
Western cloak of uniformity. Even
old-style Japanese pit toilets are harder
and harder to find. (That is, if you’re
looking.)

Neither does food cause the stomach
growls it once did. Nowadays, most
foreigners arrive already familiar with
the mainstays of Japanese cuisine, an
advantage gaijin of the past did not have.

And whether Western junk food is to be
enjoyed or endured is not the question.
For if you’re homesick, a Big Mac, a
pepperoni pizza or a Snickers bar might
provide a quick answer for what ails you
— food favors that did not grace the plates
of foreigners past.

In the old days if you missed your
friends, your grandma, your best girl and
so on, there were only two avenues open:
either you bought a plane ticket back or
you picked up the phone and called, at a
per-minute rate that made the plane
ticket look cheap.

But the Internet and E-mail have made
those days obsolete. With the proper
equipment, a call home need not cost a
single yen. And — again, with the proper
equipment — you can now gaze straight
into the eyes of your beloved and share
sights as well as sighs.

You can also keep up with hometown
events, popular TV shows and the ups and
downs of your favorite ball clubs, as if you
had never even left.

The same Internet has largely
unraveled the tangled woes of shopping.
For example, I have a long-time friend
here who used to travel home once ever
few years to return with one suitcase full
of nothing but shoes. No Japanese shoe
company made her size.

Now they do. More than that, with
simple browse and click, she can shop for
shoes from the convenience of her own
house from the very merchants she
always visits on trips abroad.

No, the stiff drink that once was culture
shock has been largely diluted. In most
ways but one — the most important one —
language.

Sure, there is more English to be found.
Sure, there are more English speakers too.

But if culture shock is that state in
which the individual feels set adrift from
the security of his/her grasp on daily
circumstances, then language and
communication are the keys to insulating
against and overcoming that shock.

For what are we as individuals, but our
language?

Close your eyes and peer into the depths
of your soul. What do you see? Perhaps
only the darkness that holds us all.

Yet there are sounds, are there not?
The sounds of your own thoughts, the
sounds of how you frame your concept of
the world.

These sounds — bundled in words and
bound together in the grammar strings of
our language — match up with our history
of experiences and the mystery of our
emotions to create who we are. It may be
too simple to say we are made of words,
but take away the words and we have a
harder time anchoring into our
surroundings.

That’s what culture shock does. It cuts
that anchor and leaves us floating. It can
be scary to float.

Those that overcome that shock are
those that learn to become comfortable
adrift. Or they knit a new communication
line through Japanese. Or they immerse
themselves in gaijin communities where
the old lines of language still work.

Yes, culture shock is not as tough as it
used to be, but it is still not easy. For the
power line of such shock is not natto,
tatami, rush-hour trains or
homesickness; it’s connections.

Sever those and it can still be shocking.
And all the Snickers in the world won’t

help.

Fear not and embrace the music of Japanese

Welcome to Japan! And welcome to
hiragana, katakana and kanji. I hope you
packed some aspirin.

Westerners tend to think of the Roman
alphabet as being far easier to use than
hiragana, katakana or kanji. After all,
there are only 26 letters in our alphabet,
compared to 48 symbols each for hiragana
and katakana, so the alphabet has got to be
easier! But of course, we are biased.

The real reason we think the Roman
alphabet is easier is simply because we
already know it.

In truth, despite the mere 26 letters in the
alphabet, there are a quarter of a million
English words out there, most of which we
native English speakers still don’t know.
Yet we don’t lose sleep over this.

Most of us cannot even imagine how
many years it would take to use all the
words in the English language given the
chance to use them in their proper
context.

We don’t feel overwhelmed by these
words that spend most of their lives
between the pages of a dictionary with
only the chance few seconds a year to
dance on the lips of some scientist or
professor expounding on esoteric
research subjects.

However, when we are introduced to
hiragana and katakana symbols, we are
completely dismayed — my God, 48! How
can I possibly understand them?

Then, when we find out that katakana
and hiragana are just like different
letters representing similar sounds to

English, it sends us into a tizzy. This is
unnecessary, a total waste of brainpower,
we say.

This is because when one looks at
katakana for the first time in his or her
life, it just looks like a bunch of stray
marks, like when you look down and
realize you left the cap off your pen and
there are pen marks all over your shirt.

Hiragana is the same, but with curvy
stray marks. When I first saw these two
alphabets I thought, ‘‘Hmm. They’re nice,
but they’d look better if they added some
color to them.’’ Black and white makes

these alphabets look like a poor
cartoonist’s abstract drawing of fish
swimming in a pond.

To thank, we have Kukai (aka Kobo
Daishi 774-835), the father of Shingon
Buddhism, as he is thought to have
invented the kana syllabary. Perhaps the
point here is that meditation is the best
way to master these two alphabets.

Then there are kanji, which look like
stylized, tightly knit, polished stray marks
with a purpose. You could call it
sophisticated doodling, like the designs on
top of those fancy boxed chocolates. Very
beautifully written kanji is like a
decoration, like the roses on the top of a
cake. Unfortunately, kanji is much harder
to digest than either chocolate or cake.

In order to learn these three Japanese

writing systems properly, we need to
expand our minds a bit. Move away from
the comfortable 26 letters plus
ampersand into a world of endless
possibility.

Imagine the benefit of the extra
symbols and sounds the Japanese
alphabets offer. We have that much more
to communicate with, sing karaoke with
and doodle with.

If we incorporated all the sounds of all
the languages of the world, we’d have one
heck of a choir. Not to mention a huge
vocabulary.

With such a repertoire, you’d never be
at a loss for words again! On the contrary,
three to four words would spill out at one
time. We’d be speaking in avalanches of
words.

Teachers would write home about
children being too literate, too eloquent,
and too concise. Teachers would advise,
‘‘Your child needs to hamper his
execution of the language, shorten his
term papers and, by the way, please
return the 100-plus dictionaries he
checked out of the library last semester!’’

So if we look upon Japanese as just one
of the many languages in the world, full of
wonderful new sounds, it is as if we have
discovered a new musical instrument. We
should treat it with respect, rather than
fear, and embrace it for the music it can
produce and the pleasure it can provide.

Of course, if we just leave the
instrument lying there, the instrument
and the music will go to waste. But if we
pick up this unfamiliar instrument and
experiment with it, learn to read its
music, and practice playing it, eventually
we discover a whole new way of listening
to music.

And to think that to achieve this one
only need learn 48 more ‘‘letters’’ and
decipher the tops of fancy boxed
chocolates. Let the music begin!

WHEN EAST MARRIES WEST
THOMAS DILLON

COMPLEMENTARY COUPLE 

Ryoto (left) and his sister, Memina, were abandoned in a basket at the tender
age of 1 month and have been together ever since at the ARK shelter. They are
now in Tokyo with the hope of finding a home together. A striking pair to look
at, their personalities are strikingly different as well, yet complement each
other perfectly. The tortoiseshell Memina is cuddly and affectionate, while
all-black Ryoto, though also very affectionate, is more outgoing and assertive.
Memina’s favorite place to sit is on your lap, while Ryoto would prefer to tackle
and ‘‘kill’’ his toys. Both kittens adore people and will make wonderful pets. At
11 months, they are house-trained, well-behaved, and healthy, yet still have the
joyful air of kittens about them. As a pair, Ryoto and Memina would be good in
any home, even a busy one, because with each other they would surely be
happy and content. Won’t you please help keep them together? NAOMI MASUDA

Anyone interested in adopting Ryoto and Memina, please E-mail ARK at
Tokyoark@arkbark.net or call 080-6573-8560 (English), 080-6517-8913 (Japanese)
for more information. Tokyo ARK is a nonprofit organization founded by Brit
Elizabeth Oliver. It is dedicated to rescuing and rehoming abandoned animals. All
animals are vaccinated, neutered and microchipped. Prospective new owners are
asked to undergo a screening process.
This ARK/Japan Times collaboration is supported by the Tokyo American Club Women’s Group

The real reason we
think the Roman
alphabet is easier is
simply because we
already know it.

‘When I find
someone treating
me differently
because I’m a
woman I remind
myself it’s only a
question of their
mind and I need to
make room for
them to change.’

New moves: Fran Kuzui, known as the director of the hit movie ‘‘Buffy the Vampire Slayer’’ and producer of its spinoff TV
series, has taken up position between Tokyo and Nikko, Tochigi Prefecture, where Kuzui’s new yoga studio is located. Right:
Kuzui and her husband, Kaz, stroll with their mats to their yoga studio. COURTESY OF FRAN KUZUI


