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Abstract:  

This thesis attempts to form a definition of the concept “ero-guro-nansensu” which refers 

to a cultural movement in Japan during the early 20th century that explored the erotic, 

grotesque and nonsensical. It will use the definition to analyze three Japanese horror films 

made long after the movement’s supposed end, to determine if it is still relevant and useful 

for studies of current Japanese culture. It concludes that the films show correspondence to 

a description of the concept, use ideas and themes that could be found in ero-guro-

nansensu fiction from the time period, and, like their predecessors, include social 

commentary under the guise of popular entertainment, presented in an ambiguous or 

symbolic manner. This thesis argues that House comments on marriage, relating it to the 

traditional Ie-system, that Suicide Club comments on communication and connection 

between people in the internet age, and Dead Sushi conveys a message about people’s 

relationship to food, and that these commentaries can be generalized as “change” 

presented in the form of guro. Furthermore, this thesis argues that the concept can be 

used beyond fiction and applied to Western culture as well.  

 

 

Keywords: ero-guro-nansensu, ero-guro, ero, guro, nansensu, erotic, grotesque, 

nonsense, modernism, modern, horror, Jhorror, Japanese, Japan, Obayashi, Nobuhiko, 

Sono, Sion, Iguchi, Noboru, Suicide Club, Suicide Circle, Jisatsu saakuru, House, Hausu, 
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Romanization and names 

Japanese names will be written according to Japanese naming convention with the 

surname first. Romanization of Japanese words will be done according to a modified 

Hepburn system that does not use macrons (or otherwise) for long vowles but imitate the 

Japanese spelling (particularly, おう=ou, おお=oo) The character “ん” is always written as 

“n.” The spelling will use “shi” and “chi” instead “si” and “ti.” However, when there is a 

conventionalized English spelling it will be respected. (“Sono Sion” instead of Sono Shion, 

and “Obayashi Nobuhiko” instead of Oobayashi Nobuhiko.”)  
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Introduction 
 

Japanese horror films saw a rise in international popularity following the release of the 1998 

film adaptation of Suzuki Koji’s novel series Ringu. Researchers like Byrne have pointed out 

that it, and other slow paced, atmospheric ghost stories, such as Juon: The Grudge, and 

Dark Water became exemplars of the genre called “J-horror” in the West. However, films 

that focus on atmosphere and tension-building are only a part of Japanese horror cinema 

which, Byrne comments, has also been known for exhibiting a “tone of hysteria” and has 

been labelled “extreme” and he points out films like Tetsuo The Iron Man and Ichi the Killer 

as examples (187). They display a different style of horror that aims to shock its audience 

with displays of grotesque imagery and use elaborate special effects.  

 

In general, images of violence and depictions of horrific situations would seem to go hand-

in-hand with the horror genre. This was true, as well, for detective fiction, a genre which 

was popular in Japan in the early twentieth century; a time in which Japan was emerging 

as a modern nation under the influence of Western ideas of progress, discovering what 

marvelous things modernity had to offer and what new problems it would bring (Kawana, 

1-7). Western detective fiction was brought to Japanese readers through translation, and its 

popularity prompted Japanese writers to produce works of their own. As Kawana relates, 

although it was seen as a genre that promoted rationality and scientific thinking, it would 

soon become a vehicle for Ero-Guro-Nansensu which Goehrke calls “the dominant form of 

mass culture modernism” in Japan during the time period between World War I and World 

War II (21). This term, which combines the abbreviated forms of the English loanwords for 

“erotic,” “grotesque” and “nonsense,” was used frequently in the media of the time and 

seems to judge society as decadent and prone to sensationalism. As horror films often 

include “erotic” and “grotesque” elements, and sometimes also elements one might deem 

“nonsensical,” for instance in horror-comedy, the concept of “ero-guro-nansensu” seems 

relevant for this genre as well. However, academic research on this cultural trend has come 

about relatively recently in the West and therefore the definitions of “ero-guro-nansensu” 

are not entirely uniform. The present study will examine a few different views on the subject 

and apply the findings to three Japanese horror films as qualitative case studies.  

 

The films in focus are: Obayashi Nobuhiko’s House (1977), Sono Sion’s Suicide Club (2002) 

and Iguchi Noboru’s Dead Sushi (2012). Each of the films include elements that may be 

described as “erotic,” “grotesque” and “nonsensical.” In House and Suicide Club, there are 

elements of unusual style and social commentary, which have also been associated with ero-

guro-nansensu. Dead Sushi seems to display a highly nonsensical sensibility and includes 

many special effects. The aim is to determine how these films compare to a description of 

ero-guro-nansensu.  

 

The research questions for this thesis are:  

 

1. How has ero-guro-nansensu been described by other scholars?  

2. How do the films House, Suicide Club and Dead Sushi compare to such 

descriptions?  

 

House will be argued to show an unusual style and to comment on the institution of 

marriage. Suicide Club will be argued to use grotesquery and nonsense to comment on 

suicide and to take inspiration from Edogawa Ranpo’s detective fiction. Dead Sushi will be 

argued to show a playful spirit of nonsense and to indulge in eroticism and elaborate 

grotesque special effects while the social commentary is light.  
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Method and Material 
 

This thesis will consider different views on ero-guro-nansensu to form a picture of the 

phenomenon. As the term was historically not limited to describe only fiction, the same 

range should be allowed in finding a current definition. First, a review of the historical 

context will be given. After this, the component parts ero, guro and nansensu will be 

handled individually, then their combination will be scrutinized to determine its usage in 

this study. Then, a close reading of the films will be conducted, starting with House, followed 

by Suicide Club, and ending with Dead Sushi. Subsequently, the discussion chapter will deal 

with social commentary, and the application of the concept of ero-guro-nansensu to current 

Japanese culture will be discussed; whether it is relevant and useful beyond the historical 

period in which the term emerged; and whether it may be applied to cultural expressions in 

other countries.  

 
The Films and their Directors  

 

Obayashi Nobuhiko’s House was released in 1977. At that time the Japanese film industry 

was facing a crisis, and the studio Toho took a chance on Obayashi who had never before 

directed a feature film but was a well-known director of advertisements, with a history of 

experimental films (Paul Roquet, Unhinged Desire, 2009). According to Roquet, his history 

in advertisement is evident in House as the film was shot with techniques learned in the 

trade, and he pays attention to the details of the set, wardrobe etc. to a degree usually only 

seen in television commercials, which gives the film a similar air (Roquet, 16). The premise 

of the plot, (a house that eats its inhabitants) as well as the various ways in which the 

protagonists are killed had been conceived of by Obayashi’s middle school aged daughter, 

and the studios vice-president, Matsuoka Isao, told him that “it is the first time I have seen 

such a completely meaningless script“ and insisted that he “not try and make it into 

something I can comprehend” (Roquet, 7). It is evident from this that the Japanese film 

industry was desperate to try something new in order to reinvent itself and revive the 

industry. House became a huge success, particularly in the youth market, and Obayashi 

continued to make feature films.  

 

Sono Sion has mentioned in an interview, in relation to ero-guro-nansensu and his film 

Strange Circus (Kimyouna saakasu), that his favourite author is Edogawa Ranpo1, and so, 

the influence of this prominent ero-guro-nansensu author is to be expected in his works. 

Suicide Club was released in 2002, a few years after suicide rates in Japan suddenly spiked 

at the end of the 1990s.2 This was a topic of great concern in Japanese society when the film 

was made. No argumentation needs to be made in order to show that the film offers social 

commentary on the topic. The question is what does it say and how? An idea supported by 

Balmain (and others) is that people are losing their connection to each other and to 

themselves, and a failure to communicate is to blame (180). Partly, a finger is pointed at 

mass media and the internet as the cause of this as Sono has stated that he believes internet 

communication is “suicidal,” albeit in the sense that it is faceless and ineffective (Balmain, 

180). However, the film also suggests that the idea of simply blaming media is too simplistic. 

The ways in which these ideas are presented show characteristics of the grotesque and 

nonsensical, and the message is wrapped in symbolism.  

 

 
1 Donato Totaro & Peter Rist, “An Interview with Sono Sion; Strange Circus,” Offscreen, September 2006. 
2 Suicide Rates (indicator). OECD. 2019. doi: 10.1787/a82f3459-en 
The spike was really a return to the level at the end of the 1980s before suicide rates drastically 
declined, but the sudden increase must have been experienced as more dramatic than the decline.  
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If one examines Iguchi Noboru’s filmography, it appears that his early works are in the 

erotic film category and titles reveal scatological themes. One title also includes the word 

“eroguro” (Internet Movie Database). Later works include horror-comedies such as The 

Machine Girl (Kataude mashin gaaru), Mutant Girls Squad (Sentou shoujo: chi no 

tekkamen densetsu), and Zombie Ass (zonbi asu) to name a few. The titles illustrate how 

the style in much of his work includes elements of the erotic, grotesque and nonsensical. 

The trailers for some of his films are made in a style featuring self-parody and deliberately 

cheap production value, including (presumably) himself reading the narration in poorly 

presented English. In an interview, Iguchi explained that in the production of Dead Sushi 

they wanted to create art, and that it included a message about how people relate to food.3 

Whether this is to be taken as a joke or not is food for thought. Such a message can be found 

in the film, but its significance as social commentary is questionable.  

 

 
 
Previous Research 
 
Ero-Guro-Nansensu 

 

Ero-guro-nansensu is often described as a historical phenomenon that existed in Japan 

during the first half of the twentieth century but ended with wartime censorship. However, 

the reemergence of this sensibility appears to be a fact as has been observed in Goehrke’s 

thesis on eroguro-manga. 4  Her study links the historical phenomenon to current day 

culture, and the present study has a similar objective. Other research pertaining to ero-

guro-nansensu that will be used in this study includes Miriam Silverberg’s Erotic Grotesque 

Nonsense: The Mass Culture of Japanese Modern Times (2007) which provides a vivid 

account of Tokyo in the interwar period and gives explanations of the three component parts 

ero, guro and nansensu while providing historical context. (Although, she calls her own 

definitions “revisionist”) (Silverberg, 22). Further, Kawana Sari’s Murder Most Modern: 

Detective Fiction and Japanese Culture describes the history of a genre of fiction that served 

as a platform for ero-guro-nansensu and reflected the concerns and curiosity of the people 

experiencing the modernization of Japan. The book provides many examples that elucidate 

the characteristics of ero-guro-nansensu as it appeared in fiction, and it explains that 

authors used the cover of this popular entertainment as a tool to educate the masses. Jim 

Reichert’s article Deviance and Social Darwinism in Edogawa Ranpo’s Erotic-Grotesque 

Thriller ‘Kotou no oni’ is an in-depth case study of a work by one of Japan’s most famous 

detective fiction writers whose works are known for displaying erotic grotesque nonsense. 

It argues that the story shows a fragmented style that mixes genres and seems to offer social 

commentary on some of the new scientific theories that were proliferating in society. 

Further, a text by William J. Tyler (“Introduction: making sense of nansensu” Japan 

Forum, Vol. 21, no. 1, 2009.) gives a historical overview of the nonsense aspect of ero-guro-

nansensu. A text by Hayashida Arata reviews an article edited by contemporary critic, Ina 

Nobou, adding some detail on the visual culture of the time, and serves to corroborate the 

other studies.  

 

 
 3 The interview is one of the special features on the Blu-ray disc used in this study.  
4 Goehrke, April M. Ero ka? Guro nanoka? Erotic Grotesque Nonsense and Escalation in Mass Culture.  New 
York Univeristy, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2018. 
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Japanese Horror Cinema  

 

Discussions on Japanese horror films by Western scholars have often dealt with such issues 

as the trauma of the atomic bombings, the allied occupation following WWII, struggles 

regarding national identity and loss of tradition, and analyses have often been comparisons 

of Japan to the West, criticized by some as orientalist. According to Colette Balmain, Japan’s 

experiences in the war and the following occupation is a “trauma [that] underlines many, if 

not all, of Japanese horror films from 1950s onwards” (7). This is said to include a narrative 

of victimization that often takes the form of a scarred woman, or the traditional vengeful 

female ghost (Byrne, 191). If not a scarred woman, a monster, like Godzilla (Gojira) also 

bears the scars of radiation burns. Interpretations include that “Godzilla is not a monster 

but a victim” (Balmain, 33). Balmain also states that Japanese horror cinema, unlike 

Hollywood, deals with issues of human sexuality and has a strong link to the erotic pink film 

genre5 (pinku eiga) (x).  

 

McRoy’s historical overview of the Japanese horror genre lists the prominent types of story; 

kaidan, which is based on folkloric ghost stories; daikaijuu eiga, the giant monster films; 

torture and splatter films, focusing on gore and body horror; and also post-/apocalyptic 

stories, into which he fits Suicide Club as a story of a society that has gone awry (McRoy, 9-

14). Also commenting on Suicide Club, Balmain points out the social anxiety that the 

“internet and mobile technologies wall in individuals, isolating them and killing them” (8) 

which is a part of the theme “technophobia” and also the focus of Kurosawa Kiyoshi’s Kairo 

(Pulse, 2001). Although McRoy’s and Balmain’s treatments of Suicide Club contain 

numerous errors (factual, cultural, lingusistic), their arguments support the interpretations 

made in this thesis. In addition, an insightful blogpost by one Angela Jewell has informed 

some arguments made here. McRoy’s and Balmain’s discussions reveal a prevailing notion 

that Japanese horror films express the anxieties of a society going through change, in which 

the body metaphorically represents the “social body,” identity, or tradition either going 

through monstrous transformations, or being destroyed (as expressed in body horror and 

splatter films) with themes regarding the loss of tradition, disintegration of the family, and 

the effects of industrialization and high technology, including isolation, mental illness and 

environmental destruction.  

 
 

 

 

Theoretical Framework 
 
Ero-Guro-Nansensu; Historical Context 

 

Ero-guro-nansensu is commonly seen as a historical phenomenon which occurred in in the 

1920s and 3os. The range of this “moment” of erotic grotesque nonsense is debated, with 

some considering it to be only a few years before WWII and others, like Silverberg, 

expanding it from 1923, the time of the great Kanto earthquake, peaking around 1930, when 

the phrase was coined, and trailing into the 1940s (21). Hayashida links it to the Great 

Depression of the 1930s (100). Most research has been done on fiction from the pre-war 

period, and it is considered by some to be a trend that has come to an end. In the words of 

Edogawa Ranpo: “’Before the war, the phrase erotic- grotesque was all the rage, and my 
 

5 Balmain and McRoy both mention this, and McRoy explains that the genres were often mixed in 
exploitation films, including torture and rape-revenge stories.  
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novels were thought to epitomize this trend” (Reichert, 114 footnote 3). According to 

Silverberg and Kawana, it is often stated that censorship tightened during the war-years, 

and whether the trend survived is up for debate, but it is no longer the mass-culture 

movement it was in the pre-war era. Ero-guro-nansensu was not only a style of fiction or 

even a matter of cultural production, but as Silverberg’s treatise on the material reality of 

the time shows, it was also a trend of consumerism and a part of the modern lifestyle. The 

time period followed the rapid modernization of Japanese society that was made a national 

project in the Meiji period (1868-1912) and continued the trend of catching up with the 

West. This included the introduction of Western science, democracy, capitalism, products 

and culture, including Hollywood movies, Western detective fiction, clothes, cafés, and 

music. America was the most important source. It was a time of renewal, and just like in the 

West, Modernism prompted experimentation with new modes of expression and breaking 

of conventions. In this setting, the erotic, the grotesque, and the nonsensical were expressed 

and consumed in defiance of existing censorship and tradition. Hayashida adds that 

magazines tried to promote new modes of thinking by offering a frank/naked (sekirara) 

examination of human beings (100). Although it is possible to say that ero-guro-nansensu 

is a thing of the past bound to this particular moment in Japanese history, the three 

elements exist and have always existed, either in isolation or combined. Tyler allows that 

student activist literature from the 1960s and 70s can be included in nansensu-bungaku 

(nonsense literature) which he otherwise considers to be a part of the Modernism of the 

prewar era. Goehrke accepts the “revival” of ero-guro-nansensu in manga, starting in the 

1980s. These precedents open the possibility to apply the term beyond the historical time 

period.  

 

 
Ero, Guro and Nansensu 

 

Ero-guro-nansensu is referred to by Reichert as a “bourgeois cultural phenomenon that 

devoted itself to explorations of the deviant, the bizarre, and the ridiculous” (114). Silverberg 

points out, on the other hand, that it was enjoyed by all classes. It has been likened to 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the “carnivalesque” as a situation in which all classes mingle 

and enjoy pleasures and oddities in an environment where normal rules and mores are 

suspended (Goehrke, 63). This description does fit the combined elements of ero-guro-

nansensu but it may be necessary to view the parts in isolation as well to see what is being 

combined. Among the sources in this study it is only Silverberg that goes into depth on the 

subject of ero and finds that it was defined, at the time, largely in terms of Western 

expressions of sensuality seen in Hollywood movies, but was also juxtaposed against notions 

of a native Japanese sensuality, which in those discussions were referred to as “iro,” the 

native Japanese language equivalent (literally, “color”). In short, the significant aspects that 

were seen and adopted from Western films were a focus on the female body, and gestures, 

including kissing, hugging and others, which contrasted the lack of gestures seen in 

Japanese culture before, and which were officially banned in film (to little avail). It also 

included pornography, and Hayashida mentions that nude pictures of Western women were 

commonly printed in magazines without context, for the readers’ pleasure (101). The 

present study will define ero on its own as that which has to do with interpersonal attraction 

and a sensual atmosphere, including nudity and gestures related to sex or romantic passion.  

 

In discussions on ero-guro-nansensu by other scholars, ero usually comes up in the 

combination with guro. As is explained by Reichert, Kawana and Silverberg, the influx of 

Western science included sexology and criminology, and it was common to link “deviant 

sexuality” to “criminality.” Beyond the fact that sex could be a motive for crime and that 

those with a non-normative sexual psychology were considered more likely to commit crime 

on account of the belief that they were “inherently inferior, or less evolved” as Social 
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Darwinism suggested (Reichert, 117), simply displaying such a sexuality was considered 

grotesque in itself. Homophobic and transphobic theories were spreading in scientific and 

popular journals, and because detective fiction often used such theories in their plots, 

homosexuality and cross-dressing became recurrent themes, as did sadomasochism and 

voyeurism.  

 

Guro was also a matter of deformity, both external and internal. The 1930s film critic 

Yasuda Kiyou is referenced by Silverberg and Goehrke as an authority on the subject. He is 

quoted as saying: “That which leads to feelings of strong distaste, or creepiness as one turns 

away from a human being while at the same time wondering what it is, wanting at the same 

time to look, that is where the beauty of the guro is born” (Silverberg, 102-3). The “beauty” 

is tied to the fact that grotesquery was “entertainment” and enjoyed as a part of “play” or  

“amusement” (goraku). In film, guro was found in the plot, the actions of the characters 

and in the costuming, but Kiyou emphasizes that in addition to an “external strange 

weirdness,” there must be an internal grotesqueness in the grotesque figure (Silverberg, 

103). Adding to this:  

 

 In Yasuda’s definition, the blackest woman painted white was totally guro. It 

was not her blackness, but her attempt to escape her form, that rendered her 

grotesque. Persistence was another required ingredient. Yasuda’s illustration of 

this point was that when one met a person with a strange face, this person 

appeared grotesque, as opposed to pathetic, if he persistently chased women. 

Silverberg, 102  

 

The aspect of “escaping one’s form” leads to Goehrke’s definition that guro is “someone or 

something trying to be that which it is not” (Goehrke, 10) which she links to ero-guro manga 

in which deformity is seen in the visual communication and narrative structures, not just 

the subject matter. This “grotesquing” of the narrative is also a part of Reichert’s analysis of 

Ranpo’s Kotou no oni which mixes different genres and presents contradicting viewpoints 

on homosexuality and normality, making it a “Frankenstein’s monster” of a story (116). The 

mixing of genres also calls to mind Silverberg’s notion of “montage” in which (for instance) 

the traditional is juxtaposed against the modern, and the natively Japanese against the 

Western (20). This study will regard deformity as a characteristic of guro and will see it as 

a “violation of norms” be they social norms, story-telling-norms, or beauty-norms, at least 

if it seems that they are intended to be grotesque. Furthermore, violence and gore will be 

regarded as guro, as they are naturally unpleasant and linked to grotesque actions. 

Additionally, according to Hayashida a closeup picture of a snake was considered guro 

(101), and so, “creepy-crawlies” will be included in the category here.  

 

On the topic of nansensu, Tyler points out that there has been a lack of research on nonsense 

literature partly because it has been seen as trivial, and because of that, researchers have 

been trying to “decontaminate” it (along with Modernism) of this stigma (4). What they, like 

Silverberg, Reichert and Goehrke find in ero-guro-nansensu, and Kawana finds in detective 

fiction, is that some of the stories offer social commentary and criticism of authority, class 

and also modern life, while presenting it in the form of mass-entertainment. In Kawana’s 

case, there is a promotion of science and rationality, and in Goehrke’s case, the nonsense is 

also a matter of breaking through conventional boundaries of storytelling. There was a 

meaning in the nonsense, and it was often expressed through irony. The term inchiki 

(Silverberg translates it as “phony”) was used in theaters in Asakusa (a district of Tokyo) 

and referred to a style which involved parody (including self-parody), terrible acting, prop-

based antics and gags (gyagu), “montage,” and silliness (Silverberg, 223-31). While the 

above scholars have proved that social commentary was inserted into this comedy, the term 

nansensu was also applied to meaningless silliness, and defined partly in terms of American 
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films such as the Marx Brothers’ comedies (Silverberg, 110-11). In this thesis, nansensu will 

be defined as the nonsensical part, meaning the intended comedy or absurdness, and social 

commentary will be considered an addition that may or may not be present. In addition to 

irony and slapstick, exaggeration will also be regarded as a feature of nansensu, given that 

Goehrke’s ero-guro manga artists explain their humor as escalating ero-guro until it 

becomes so extreme that it switches to absurdity and causes laughter instead of disgust or 

horror (29). Apart from comedy, things that deliberately do not make sense but are not 

funny, such as surrealism, should also be included.  

 

 
The Combination of the Three  

 

“Ero-guro-nansensu” might refer to a mass-culture movement/phenomenon, in which case 

it is associated with the Japanese Modern period described above. It was “a time of erotic, 

grotesque nonsense” (Silverberg, preface). This means that works within that setting would 

be part of the trend even if they only contain one or two of the elements. This cannot be said 

for the current time period. However, as Goehrke shows, ero-guro manga appears as a 

subculture. The works in her study include all three elements. It seems most wise to follow 

the same example, and consider ero-guro-nansensu in the current time period as a 

description of a single work (a novel, a film, a manga) or the works of a particular author, 

or otherwise works that are linked by some common factor, because the elements can be 

said to be contained within some kind of margins which one may refer to as “a space of 

erotic, grotesque nonsense.” This definition will also allow that ero-guro-nansensu can exist 

as a small part, as a “moment” within a work that otherwise does not follow the description, 

or as a character that embodies the concept. It may also be the case that the historical ero-

guro-nansensu is invoked as, or through, a reference to the time-period.  

 

 

Analysis of the Films 
 
Obayashi Nobuhiko’s House 

 

House is the story of a haunted house that “eats” people, inhabited by the ghost of the 

protagonist Oshare’s aunt and her cat Shiro. The film follows a group of high school girls 

who visit the house during their summer vacation only to be killed in various ways and 

consumed by the aunt in order for her to regain her youth so that she can again wear her 

wedding dress that never served its purpose.  

 

An examination reveals that the elements of ero-guro-nansensu are present. Ero, appears 

in the form of nudity, and Roquet notes an “enthusiasm for inventively disrobing an entire 

ensemble of schoolgirls” (16). Also, the reason for the haunting is a matter of a woman’s 

undying love for a man, a longing represented even as ambient sighs and moans seemingly 

emanating from the house. The reason why Oshare’s aunt remains in the house even after 

death is because of the promise she made to her fiancée who died in the Pacific War, that 

she would wait for him forever. One of the girls, Fanta, (short for Fantasy [fantajii]) is in 

love with their teacher, Mr Tougo. Her infatuation with the teacher mirrors the romantic 

longing of the aunt as evident when, in the midst of the chaos in the house, Fanta insists 

that the teacher had promised to come to the house, so he will show up and save them. She 

even imagines him as a prince on a horse in one of her flights of imagination. In addition to 

this, Oshare’s father’s fiancée, who is Japanese, is exaggeratedly depicted as the image of a 

glamourous foreign movie star, complete with silky shawls flowing in the wind in slow-

motion, possibly a style Obayashi learned working on commercials with foreign movie stars. 

The erotic is thus present in the form of nudity, interpersonal attraction, and shows a degree 
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of inspiration from Western expressions or gestures. There are, in addition, many 

comments and jokes related to sex.  

 

To comment on guro, it can be said that the aunt is a grotesque character. Although one 

might not consider her white hair to be grotesque per se, white hair has been used to convey 

grotesqueness in Edogawa Ranpo’s Kotou no oni. The narrator calls himself a “white haired 

demon” because his hair turned white from the ordeals in the story, and Reichert suggests 

that it is “a physical manifestation of Minoura’s deep-rooted deviance” (132-3). White hair 

is also used to convey the mounting madness of the antagonist in Sono Sion’s Exte (2007) 

whose long hair (albeit, extensions) turns white towards the end of the film. Although the 

aunt’s age may explain her hair color (even if she should be in her 50s) the color white is 

often used in House to symbolize marriage, which is the unhealthy obsession that causes 

Oshare’s aunt to haunt the house and devour all unmarried girls of marriageable age that 

visit. Therefore, her hair color mirrors her internal character. She also fulfils another of 

Yasuda’s characteristics of grotesque characters, namely that she “exists cut off from other 

humans” (Silverberg, 102). She is so alone in the house, she says, that she talks to every part 

of it as if it were a person. Given all this, she is a grotesque character whose obsession with 

marriage leads her to cannibalize people in order to live out her fantasy.  

 

Guro is also present in the form of gore, as some of the deaths involve dismemberment, 

notably in a scene when one of the girls, Melody, is eaten by a piano. Other stereotypical 

horror images occur, such as rats and skeletons. Furthermore, there is a reference to classic 

Western horror when on the train to the countryside, the girls find the cat Shiro on a seat, 

and next to it someone is reading a book titled “Horror Movies” which has pictures of 

Frankenstein’s monster and other grotesque figures on the cover. The book recurs shortly 

after, sitting in the place where the cat was sitting before, in one of the film’s obvious hints 

to the audience.  

 

In Goehrke’s terms, guro is about change, and transformation is a theme in House. A signal 

of this is found in a scene when the girls have almost arrived at the house and they encounter 

a vendor of watermelons. One of the first things that can be seen on the screen is a wooden 

statue of a tanuki, the folkloric raccoon-dog that is known for its power of shapeshifting. 

This scene insistently points out the similarities between watermelons and the round 

physique of the vendor as well as Oshare’s friend Mac, whose undead disembodied head 

will, later, both take the place of and be transformed into a watermelon. Another character 

who is transformed into fruit is Mr Tougo, who turns into a pile of bananas, a transformation 

that is also strikingly nonsensical.6 Oshare’s aunt is transformed in the sense that she is 

rejuvenated, and Mac, Melody and Kung Fu are dismembered, changing their shapes.  

 

The unusual style of the film also defies convention and could be considered grotesque, or 

freakish, in the same sense as Kotou no oni. The various changes in style and the techniques 

used also give a sense of montage. Nobuhiku’s background in advertising and experimental 

film is evident in the use of playback techniques, causing stuttering or repetition, as well as 

obvious, painted backdrops sometimes inserted with the use of blue screen technology. 

Bluescreen is also used to mix animation with live action. The style changes frequently and 

includes scenes of a romantic dreamlike quality, horror, and silent film.  

 

As for nonsense, it can be found in some of these stylistic choices because they break 

conventions or create a “phony” air. This is evident in the silent film sequence which starts 

 
6 When Mr Tougo encounters the watermelon vendor, the vendor asks if he likes watermelons, and Mr 
Tougo answers that he prefers bananas. This causes the vendor to incinerate and apparently starts the 
transformation process, as Mr Tougo starts to move in an apelike manner.  
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in the conventional way, with Oshare telling the story of her aunt, but the structure breaks 

down as the girls start commenting on what they see in the images. The images themselves 

contain elements that do not belong, like colorization and images of atomic bomb 

detonations, not to mention that the time period it depicts (the 1940s) occurred after the 

silent film era was already over.  

 

Another nonsensical technique is used in a jarring scene transition, when an unknown 

character suddenly comes into the shot vigorously eating a bowl of noodles right in front of 

Fanta’s face. For a moment one would believe that a grotesque character had appeared, but 

in the next shot, it is revealed that this face was the face of a customer at a shop somewhere 

(nowhere near the house) where Mr Tougo is having a meal and for some reason, one of the 

chefs is a bear, although nothing is made of this fact other than imbuing the scene with a 

feeling that things are rapidly getting out of hand.  

 

It is not only the techniques that create nonsense, but some of the events are themselves 

silly and nonsensical. These include the white cat meowing the films core musical melody 

as the energized aunt dances with a fake looking skeleton, Melody’s uncontrollable laughter 

as she is being eaten by a piano, along with her levitating head looking up her own skirt, and 

Fanta’s strange facial expressions that may fit a description of slapstick. The film does not 

take itself seriously and keeps a humorous tone throughout, with “phony” sequences and 

winks to the audience, including referencing the title of the film that was screened along 

with House, Hearts in the Mud.7 

 

Some scenes may be said to include all three elements at once. The death of Sweet (suwiito), 

is nonsensical because she appears to be beaten to death by futons (traditional Japanese 

bedding) which are unlikely as murder weapons, erotic because of the voyeuristic 

perspective from under a glass floor, and that when the girls arrive at the scene only her 

clothes remain along with an undressed doll. They eagerly examine her underwear and 

reason that she and the doll must have done a strip show in the storehouse. Also, when 

Fanta discovers Mac’s severed head, the grotesque head levitates and bites her on the 

behind, and as she runs away Mac’s head says it was delicious. Melody also appears after 

her dismemberment, (alive in a different world) in a psychedelic image with her naked body 

sectioned like a collage.  

 

In addition to the inclusion of the three elements, social commentary seems to be present 

because the film is saturated with the theme of marriage.  

 
Sono Sion’s Suicide Club  

 

Suicide Club (or Suicide Circle) is a detective story that follows the investigation into a series 

of suicides involving many people at the same time, with the numbers escalating. As the 

reasons for the events are explored, the police find only dead ends while a mysterious group 

of children lead the internet generation onto a path of self-reflection and destruction, 

communicating via electronic media and the pop-idol group, Dessert.8  

 

First, it can be pointed out that this film does not contain much in the way of ero. Apart 

from the existence of relationships and gestures such as a passionate hug between the lead 

invstigator and his wife, as well as a few mild sex jokes and brief nudity, ero is present 

 
7 ”[House] was initially in theaters as a B-picture accompanying the Momoe Yamaguchi / Tomokazu 
Miura star vehicle Hearts in the Mud (Doro darake no junjou)[…] [I]n the second week this order was 
reversed, giving House top billing” (Roquet, 16).  
8 The name is spelled slightly differently depending on the song, alternately “dessart” “dessret” and 
“dessert”; although the Japanese pronunciation is always “dessaato” in the film.  
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mainly in its combination with guro, displayed by of the gang of delinquents led by the 

character Genesis (more below). Guro itself is abundant in the film. It is in fact exaggerated 

to the point of becoming nonsense.  

 

On the topic of guro, it can be established that it is present in the extensive gore. In this 

thesis the unrated version by TLA Releasing is used. It includes some shots that were cut in 

earlier releases, such as a girl’s head being crushed by the wheels of a subway train, a severed 

ear left on a ledge on a school building, and a woman cutting off her own fingers and more 

(Movie-Censorship.com). Without these gruesome images, the grotesqueness of the film is 

reduced which would influence an ero-guro-nansensu reading. However, the fact of this 

censorship also strengthens the argument that the film lives up to the expectation of guro 

at least as regards the destruction of human bodies. It is depicted realistically and 

gruesomely with but a few exceptions. A grotesque spectacle central to the story is that 

sports bags containing large rolls of human skin, stitched together, appear at the sites of the 

suicides.  

 

Regarding Genesis and his partners in crime, it seems that he is another “white haired 

demon” although his hair is bleached9 as part of his style, which is an attempt to look like a 

rock star, and his pale contact lenses add to the effect.10 He is grotesque because of his 

sadistic violence, but more so because his real obsession is with becoming infamous. 

Suggestions of sadomasochism and homoeroticism as well as an over-the-top persona make 

him a character that displays ero-guro-nansensu all on his own. The film introduces the 

character when his gang kidnaps the informant called the Bat and her anonymous sister. 

(The Bat contacted the police about a website that posts the number and sex of the suicide 

victims before the information has been revealed to the public, suggesting a connection.) 

They are taken to a basement bowling alley11 which Genesis calls their “pleasure room” in 

which they hold people and animals captive in sacks. There, the Bat and her sister are 

subjected to the terror of having to witness Genesis stomping an animal to death before the 

rape and murder of a girl inside a sack is committed by one of the gang-members while 

Genesis sings a song about how he wants to “die like Joan of Arc in a Besson film,” and how 

“the dead shine all night long.”  

 

The lengths to which his desire to be famous is pursued does not only reach the level of 

grotesquery but becomes absurd and comical. He appears grotesque, at first, when he makes 

a point to correct the Bat’s glasses to make sure she can see their cruel acts clearly. It may 

seem like a sadistic wish to cause psychological harm but it is not necessarily the case, 

because his main characteristic is narcissism, and his goal is to become known for his deeds. 

He actually looks disturbed by the killing of the animal, but when he turns to the Bat and 

her sister again, he pretends to see it as a joke in order to fulfill his image, which is his only 

concern. His taken name, “Jeneshisu” (Genesis) may as well be “Narushisu” (Narcissus). 

His narcissism is manifest in his clothes, that sparkle, from head to toe, like the stage outfit 

of a rock star. When he writes a message to the police, he begins his self-introduction by 

saying that he has fantasized about taking over the world since he was a child. After he is 

arrested, he excitedly tells news reporters that he is the Charles Manson of the information 

age. His persona becomes comical when he sits in a grandiose pose on his chair, which looks 

like a throne made from a guillotine block, with his legs crossed pointing to one side, then 

 
9 One might call his hair color blonde, but it is light enough to look whiteish in the light.  
10 Balmain refers to his style as “gunguro”(181), apparently a naturalized English spelling of the 
Japanese word “ganguro” although this seems to be incorrect as the defining feature of ganguro is 
supposed to be dark facial tans or makeup (the term can be translated as “black face”) which Genesis 
lacks as he is quite pale.  
11 Jewell compares this to Jim Sharman’s The Rocky Horror Picture Show, arguing that Genesis represents 
the encroaching of individualistic Western culture into Japanese society.  
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swinging them to the other.12 This turns into slapstick-comedy when the chair squeaks and 

he requests his hammer so he can fix it, (it probably happens a lot) at which point he asks 

the Bat if she likes home improvement. His behavior and speech often create a comical effect 

because his obsession with making people perceive him as larger-than-life is obvious.  

 

The mysterious group of children also constitute nonsense in the film. They seem to wield a 

great degree of influence and are capable not only of evading the police, but also of 

manipulating and brainwashing people into committing suicide (or possess enlightenment 

beyond the understanding of adults). The notion that children (who seem to be around 

elementary school age) would be able to orchestrate a conspiracy of this kind is clearly 

nonsense and would be highly unlikely even with the help of adults. Kuroda, the lead 

investigator, doubts the boy who calls him about the suicides and assumes that if there are 

no adults among his friends, he cannot have anything to do with the case. And yet they are 

the group who produced the rolls of skin that connect the suicide victims. Kotou no Oni also 

uses the notion of a child acting as a killer and one may suspect an influence from Ranpo’s 

work in that, even if, there, the child assassin is acting on the orders of a mad scientist in a 

different kind of conspiracy.  

 

On a different note, the film also creates nansensu through the exaggeration of guro. 

Although the gore in the film does not give an impression of inchiki, like in House, there is 

a “buckets of blood” level of grotesquery as well as black humor. In addition to this, the 

cheery music and smiles as the suicides take place can be taken as a contrast meant to be 

disturbing, but it also creates a carnivalesque atmosphere. When a signal is given, people 

around the city start committing suicide in their homes or their places of work seeming 

happy instead of sad. In a rather surreal scene, the leader of the group of children shave a 

strip of skin from a girl’s back with a wood planer and she gives a delighted sigh of relief 

instead of screaming in pain. The skin flies strangely in the air in a CGI (computer generated 

image) effect.  

 

All in all, Sono Sion’s Suicide Club displays the characteristics of ero-guro-nansensu, 

although it is light on ero, it is heavy on guro, and it seems to use nansensu as a way to offer 

social commentary on the subject of suicide. The grotesque characters display attributes 

given by Kiyou (internal guro, persistence and disconnection from other humans) and 

includes “Ranpoesqe” characters such as a “white haired demon” as well as the criminal 

children involved in a conspiracy.  

 
Iguchi Noboru’s Dead Sushi  

 

Dead Sushi is a parody of zombie films in which the zombies consist of sushi that eat human 

beings. The story follows Keiko’s journey of self-discovery as she overcomes her fear of sushi 

by saving an inn from the undead food using the kung fu and sushi-making skills she learned 

as an apprentice under her sushi-chef father.  

 

Compared to the other two films in this study, Dead Sushi offers the most ero. It shows 

eroticized female bodies and gratuitous nudity. The ero is mostly combined with guro. 

There are numerous scenes that involve kissing, that are either grotesque or lewd and 

escalate to the level of nansensu. Early in the film when a man pushes his reluctant girlfriend 

into a kiss, a vagrant watches them while eating sushi, and a fight ensues. The vagrant sends 

his flying squid friend to kill them and she ends up decapitated, with the squid, in a spear-

like shape, attaching her head to her boyfriend’s, mouth to mouth. Also erotically grotesque 

 
12 Jewell’s blogpost contains images comparing this pose to one in The Rocky Horror Picture Show, which 
also shows a character that resembles Genesis, although even more grotesque looking.  
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and ridiculous are kissing scenes that involve the inn’s sushi chef and the wife of the 

proprietor, who are having an affair. The scenes are also comical because of the couple’s 

failed attempts to be erotic. In one seedy scene the chef pulls the wife over a counter like a 

ragdoll while they are kissing, and it seems like she might fall off. In another, she suggests 

that they do “that thing Japanese people often do” namely passing an egg yolk back and 

forth between their mouths. Not only does this seem fetishistic, they also make it comically 

grotesque because they choke and gag on the egg yolk, making it seem unpleasant not just 

for the viewers but for themselves as well. The scenes could be said to constitute moments 

of ero-guro-nansensu. Kissing is presented grotesquely at other times as well, for instance 

when grotesque characters request kisses from Keiko, to her chagrin.  

 

There are several other moments that combine the three elements at once. At one point, the 

secretary to the boss of a visiting pharmaceutical company is attacked by a piece of sushi 

which bites on to her tongue which is exaggeratedly extended from her mouth. As she stands 

squirming, a lower ranking employee watches in terror, until he realizes that he finds her 

expression sexy. His inner monologue is audible as he deliberates how he wants to touch 

her breasts but must hurry before she dies so as not to touch dead breasts. Somehow, her 

blouse has come open, and her chest is revealed. The man thinks to himself that her 

movements look like a dance, and at this point she does seem to dance. The scene is 

grotesque because of the ongoing attack and the deformed tongue, and erotically grotesque 

because of the man’s wickedness and the combination with near nudity, and nonsensical 

because of the man’s ridiculous rationalizations and the illogical dancing is reminiscent of 

inchiki, not to mention that the attack is carried out by flying sushi.  

 

More scenes that amount to moments of ero-guro-nansensu featuring female nudity or 

semi-nudity include a scene involving the eating of sashimi from the bodies of two 

waitresses which leads to the waitresses being eaten by sushi. Also, in a scene in which the 

boss hides from the vagrant-turned-fish-monster in a bath, and a woman oblivious to the 

ongoing events comes to bathe. While using the wash station, she talks to herself about how 

nice and quiet it is, and what she would do if someone were to peep on her, as the boss sits 

in the bath probably feeling like he cannot help his situation. The fish monster enters and 

decapitates the boss with an axe, after which blood rains onto the woman turning her red 

and she enjoys the warmth, still oblivious. While ero is mostly represented by female bodies 

and male wickedness, it also comes in the form of Keiko’s attraction to one of the 

pharmaceutical company employees, and in the scene when two pieces of sushi mate and 

release a swarm of miniature sushi.  

 

When it comes to guro, there is, of course, gore, as the film parodies zombie films. This also 

invites a discussion on deformity and change, as in Goehrke’s definition of guro. The 

narrative is “grotesqued” because it warps the theme of “zombies.” However, the very notion 

of “zombie-sushi” is a matter of “something trying to be that which it is not” not only because 

the dead are trying to be alive, but also because the food is trying to eat the humans. In 

addition, the genre is mixed with the martial arts genre. Keiko has numerous action and 

fight scenes and towards the end of the film, she builds a pair of sushi-nunchakus, and the 

location for the final fight is reminiscent of settings from kung fu films. Therefore, Reichert’s 

notion of freakishness in the narrative, as well as Silverberg’s notion of montage (and 

codeswitching) can be applied.  

 

The special effects also provide guro, not only in the form of gore but also deformity. Indeed, 

the reanimated sushi all acquire strange shapes, including fangs and what appears to be 

razor blades making them look both dangerous and ridiculous. In addition, some of the 

humans become deformed from the various attacks. As mentioned above, a woman’s tongue 

is unnaturally extended, and two men suffer facial deformations. The vagrant character also 



 

13 
 

transforms into a strange human-fish-hybrid. He was already grotesque simply as the 

vagrant, and his appearance is reminiscent of a type of grotesquery described in Silverberg’s 

study, namely the “lumpen” (runpen), or, homeless people living in Asakusa park in the 

early 20th century, the description of whom includes a lack of personal hygiene, unkempt 

hair, and “inhuman clothing” (Silverberg, 209) not to mention the eating of leftovers (zuke) 

including sushi (204). The vagrant also appears to be cut off from other humans, being that 

he has a squid for a friend. Internally, his grotesqueness is his desire for revenge.  

 

As regards nansensu, it is a constant presence in the film, and it is also used to convey a 

message about how people relate to food. The premise itself is a nonsensical reversal of the 

relationship between the eater and the eaten. More grotesque nonsense is presented when 

two of the employees of the company attempt to be connoisseurs, and one of them decides 

to eat with his eyes closed. Little does he know that the squid has infected the sushi, and 

upon eating a piece that has projections that look like razorblades, he bleeds profusely from 

the mouth, commenting that it mostly tastes of metal. The next piece bites off his tongue. 

He is oblivious to the problem and does not display pain throughout this, but his friend 

notices the grotesque effects. On Japanese television, celebrities tasting food is exceedingly 

common, so it is possible that these scenes are parodying the phenomenon.  

 

Later still, when Keiko and the former sushi chef are locked in a storage room and try to pull 

the door open, the former chef passes gas from the exertion, which is apparently very 

malodourous. Amid the coughing and apologizing they hear another voice in the room and 

discover a reanimated piece of tamagozushi (omelet sushi) which (ill affected by the 

flatulence) projective-vomits a strong acid. At first, Keiko means to fight it but when she 

sees it shivering and whimpering, takes pity on it and after hearing the piece of sushi sing, 

decides to befriend it.13 They use its acid to melt the lock and escape the room. Following 

this, the piece of tamagozushi serves as a helper and a voice of encouragement for Keiko. 

The idea seems to be that tamagozushi is often overlooked because it may seem not to fit in 

with the rest, and it may deserve some sympathy.  

 

Some additional nonsensical events include a choir of singing sushi, a piece of grilled salmon 

sushi that shoots fire, and a scene in which the inn’s sushi chef accidentally cuts off his own 

lips, which land on a pad of sushi rice (forming a piece of human lip sushi), after which the 

adulterous wife of the innkeeper slips and falls onto it with her mouth. Perhaps this is the 

most grotesque “kissing” scene in the film, with the inclusion of inchiki-like slapstick 

humor.  

 

To conclude this analysis, Dead Sushi presents erotic, grotesque nonsense in abundance, 

and displays many of the characteristics that have been established in this study. It offers 

numerous moments or ero-guro-nansensu and includes more ero than the other films, 

while adhering to a playful tone.  

 

Discussion 
 

This study has asked the questions; How has ero-guro-nansensu been described by other 

scholars; and how do these three films compare to such descriptions? Whether the 

description of the phenomenon presented here is satisfactory can still be debated. The fact 

is that the sources that have been available are rather few. While the previous studies have 

 
13 She also identifies with it because it has been rejected by the other sushi on account of it not being 
seafood. She too feels out of place. Incidentally “tamago,” meaning “egg” is also used as a word for 
someone who is in the making to become an expert, like Keiko was in training to become a sushi chef 
before running from home.  
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found political significance or boundary-pushing narrative structures, in this study the 

attempt has been to find a simple description to be used in analyzing current day Japanese 

cultural expressions and phenomena. The assembled description has proved useful and the 

analyses of the films have shown that grotesque characters that live up to the description 

given by Yasuda Kiyou can be found in current day Japanese horror films. More than 

anticipated, the grotesque characters showed grotesquery because of some obsession, and 

existed cut off from other humans in some way. An unexpected result was the discovery that 

white hair has remained as a marker for grotesque characters which signals their inner 

grotesqueness, as suggested by Reichert. Likewise, it was discovered that the comedy in 

these films often employs a style that resembles a description of inchiki in the sense that it 

uses self-parody in addition to irony and slapstick.  

 

Much like the ero-guro-nansensu fiction presented in previous studies, to various extents, 

these films use the style of ero-guro-nansensu not only as a cover for an underlying message 

but as a means to convey the message, while also retaining some ambiguity. Thus, it seems, 

the term is still relevant today. If one follows the theory that Japanese horror films engage 

with narratives about cultural change, then guro can serve as the image depicting this 

change. This follows Goehrke’s definition quite well. On this view, Genesis might be, as 

Jewell has suggested, symbolic of cultural change and the introduction of Western 

individualism into a traditionally collectivist culture, threatening the social fabric. And 

House discusses social change in the form of a Westernized version of marriage conflicting 

with the traditional ie-system. Furthermore, nansensu was also used as a strategy for social 

commentary, so combinations of these elements may be doubly effective.  

 

In House, when the girls arrive in the countryside, they get off at a bus stop where there is a 

billboard with the message “Return to the Countryside and Get Married.” Roquet points out 

that the message on the billboard is Obayashi’s joke on the then ongoing advertisement 

campaign promoting the depopulated countryside as a tourist destination (28 and 35). The 

main theme of the film is marriage, and the title “House” is rendered in English even in the 

Japanese version. It may be translated back into Japanese as Ie. Ie is a traditional concept 

related to the family household, and social obligations. It is beyond the scope of this thesis 

to explain the concept further but suffice to say that Oshare’s reluctance to accept her 

father’s second marriage leads her to seek out her mother’s side of the family and old 

homestead.  

 

In the beginning of the film, a female teacher tells Oshare and Fanta that she is getting 

married, Oshare asks if she is getting married for love, but the teacher tells her it is an 

arranged marriage, and as the girls leave, she seems to envy their youthful, romantic way of 

thinking. Roquet argues that Oshare’s aunt and the house represent the romantic fantasy of 

marriage, and that Oshare and her friends give in to this fantasy, rejecting the more realistic 

and practical side to marriage by getting rid of all adults other than Oshare’s aunt. And, he 

states, they are on her side in the end. This interpretation holds rather well, especially if one 

considers that the character Fanta is the only one who does not have a death scene, but 

rather appears to regress to childhood. The fantasy is the only thing that remains. 

Furthermore, at the end of the film, Oshare’s father’s fiancée arrives at the house (in a 

dreamlike sequence with a romantic song about marriage as background music) and Oshare 

appears (possessed by her aunt) as a domesticated figure at one with the house. (a Japanese 

image juxtaposed the westernized image of her father’s fiancée) As the fiancé asks where 

the others are, Oshare tells her they will be very hungry when they wake up, and the would-

be stepmother bursts into flame and disappears. The notion that the others will be very 

hungry, like Oshare’s aunt was hungry enough to eat them, can be interpreted as a warning 

that those who succumb to the romantic fantasy and wait for “Mr right” to sweep them off 
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their feet, may end up like her, a desperate spinster cat-lady who talks to the furniture out 

of loneliness.  

 

Mr Tougo’s transformation into a pile of bananas may also exemplify this notion. If one were 

to ascribe it any meaning at all, besides conveniently getting rid of the character, and 

breaking the expectation that he will arrive and save the day, it suggests that you cannot rely 

on a prince charming to come, because he might not even be interested in “melons” but 

prefers “bananas” instead. Bananas serving as a phallic symbol was recognized as early as 

the 1930s14.  

 

On the other hand, the house that eats all unmarried young women could also be interpreted 

as a representation of the inevitability of marriage, and how the individualistic characters 

whose names all represent their personalities, will eventually become housewives, eaten up 

by the domestic life. This notion would mirror Hiratsuka Raichou’s view of the moga 

(modern girl) of the 1930s as modern and “the daughter of the New Woman” but not having 

daughters of her own (Silverberg, 58). Which indicates that the existence as moga was a 

temporary phase which young women could enjoy before they inevitably would settle into a 

married life and the moga would be gone. Likewise, the 1970s styled free, American-

inspired lifestyle would also perish as the girls grow up, and the westernized, romantic 

image of marriage would be replaced by the more realistic, Japanese, Ie-infused institution 

of marriage. One could say that the stepmother-to-be, also an unmarried woman, was 

likewise eaten by the house.  

 

The important thing for this study, is not what the message is, but rather that some kind of 

social commentary is being made in the film. The discussion in America in the 1960s, on 

Women’s Liberation, and the place of marriage therein, is sure to have made its way to 

Japan as part of the hippie movement, and House may be offering a comment on this. And 

much like its predecessors in the Modern period, it does not offer a single perspective, but 

juxtaposes the conservative ideal against the liberal ideal, and allows the audience to reach 

their own conclusions.  

 

In discussing Suicide Club, a complete explanation of the film’s story and message would 

require more space than is available in the present thesis. However, some explanation will 

be necessary to show how grotesquery and nonsense are used to convey the message.  

 

The inclusion of the character Genesis may seem like a dead end because Genesis ultimately 

only wanted to take credit for the suicides (but had nothing to do with them) and engineers 

his own arrest. However, it is not a pointless diversion aimed at creating a plot twist but 

rather an illustration of one of the film’s major themes, namely the need for connection 

between human beings. It is illustrated through grotesque characters who are cut off from 

other humans. The gang represents misfits in society who only connect to each other. 

Genesis is the most cut off from others, which is clear by the disturbed faces of his cohorts 

when he wants to give their address to the police and declares that it is the perfect time to 

get caught. He is alone in his wish to become infamous, and it seems this wish stems from a 

desire to connect with others, although in a twisted way. As he is led away by the police, he 

references a song by Dessert called Puzzle, which states that the world is a puzzle and 

everyone is a piece of it, and that there is a place for everyone. It continues to say: “If the 

piece does not fit, make it fit.” Genesis seems to have taken this advice, to “make his piece 

 
14 Silverberg quotes Satou Hachirou’s Letter to the Superintendent-General of the Metropolitan Police in which 
he ironically states, regarding his “It ballads” being treated as obscene, that the song “’I have no 
bananas’ [sic] deserves the death penalty” (225). (The “[sic]” is Silverberg’s. Maybe the reference is 
supposed to be the American song “Yes! We have no bananas.”)  
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fit” by force. He wants to “die like Joan of Arc,” in the sense that he wants to live on in the 

hearts of others by making an impression even if, in his case, it is a negative one.  

 

It is not a coincidence that the Bat is kidnapped. Apart from the motives of the kidnappers, 

her meeting Genesis also serves to illustrate the message. She too is a slightly grotesque 

character, who treats the online activities associated with the suicides as a game and is 

excited to see the site update with more deaths. She is also cut off from other human beings 

as it is suggested that she is a recluse who sits by her computer all the time.15 This is hinted 

at in her choice of nickname, “the Bat,” or “Koumori” in Japanese, which appears to be a 

play on the word “hikikomori”; the phenomenon of people shutting themselves in their 

rooms for months or years at a time with little to no contact with the outside world, except 

through the internet. Incidentally, Bats, being classic horror creatures, are known for 

dwelling in caves and attics all day. She too is cut off from other humans, and therefore she 

serves as a mirror image of Genesis. At the same time, they are juxtaposed, because she 

represents a group of people who do not, like Genesis, desperately seek to be known by 

others, but instead avoid other people. He uses her real name, Kiyoko, refusing to call her 

by her nickname, reversing her refusal to give her real name to the police when she told 

them about the website. He lives out his constructed persona in real life, while the Bat stays 

online.  

 

The theme of connection between human beings is also represented grotesquely by the rolls 

of human skin.16 The sewn together flesh represents how the suicide victims have achieved 

a form of connection through their participation in this suicide trend. Although, at the end 

of the film it is revealed that those who seek out the group of children and have their skin 

taken off do not all commit suicide, as the character Mitsuko decides to live on. At various 

points throughout the film, the leader of the children, a young boy with a distinctive cough, 

states that there is no suicide club, and he is only concerned about connections between 

people and people’s connections to themselves. The songs performed by the group Dessert 

carry messages about communication and connection and express the suicidal anxiety of 

people who do not have these needs met. Yet, the film ends with a performance which urges 

people to choose life even if it is painful. Furthermore, when Mitsuko meets the children, 

they tell her that “after the rain, the sun comes out.” Thus, it has been suggested by Timothy 

Iles, and Jewell that the group of children are offering solutions to the problem (alienation) 

(Balmain, 183).  

 

The other theme, the lack of communication, is represented also through nonsense. 

Although this theme is represented in many ways throughout the film, for instance by the 

generic conversation between the nurses who jump to their deaths or Kuroda’s failure to 

have a family meeting. Or through the insistence on having communication take place via 

electronic means, as well as the constant distrust and dismissal of young people displayed 

by the police. A scene that demonstrates this lack of communication through nonsense is 

when a school class forms an impromptu suicide pact on the school roof. In this scene, the 

students discuss suicide in a very lighthearted manner, which makes the suggestion that 

they join the trend, and break the record for the number of participants, sound like 

obviously empty talk. The lack of communication is evident when one student asks if they 

are serious and he is told that they are, but when they jump, three students remain. One girl 

staggers to a boy and drags him down with her.17 It is only after-the-fact that those who did 

 
15 McRoy emphasizes how she shuts the door on her overworked father who keeps pleading that he is 
tired and saying: “It’s not my fault, you know” (146).  
16 Balmain suggests that this “can be interpreted as a reference to giri, or the social cloth that binds 
individuals together” (182).  
17 Jewel argues that the scene depicts a disconnection from oneself and blindly following trends along 
with others. And that this is another example of making one’s puzzle piece “fit in forcefully.”  
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not jump realize that the “empty talk” was serious. The scene is quite silly because it is not 

realistic that young people would be so impressionable as to take their own life just because 

others are doing it. It exaggerates the pull of peer-pressure and suggests an absurdly 

lighthearted attitude towards suicide. In the aftermath of the students’ suicides, one of the 

detectives insists that there be no mention of a “suicide club” for fear that more people will 

join in. Another detective, Murata, calls the situation a “suicide boom.”  

 

The conspiracy of children is likewise nonsensical, but the notion is used to highlight that 

someone is responsible, and it is suggested that the guilty party is society itself. Kuroda’s 

suicide is a self-condemnation from the representative of society. He points the gun at his 

own reflection before declaring that the group is not the enemy and turning the gun on 

himself. In other words, instead of looking for a scapegoat, society should deal with the 

issues that make people suicidal in the first place by paying attention to others through 

proper communication and fostering connection between people so that sufferers can 

receive the help they need.  

 

In Dead Sushi, messages having to do with appreciation and respect for food are present. 

The vagrant, whose tray of sushi is knocked over, says he will not forgive those who waste 

food, a perspective that is expected to be heightened among those who are forced to rely on 

leftovers. Also, Keiko relates how her father views the preparation of sushi as both art and 

similar to martial arts. Although a comparison to martial art is understandable, in the film, 

this is taken literally and includes a training montage reminiscent of kung fu films. Keiko’s 

training also makes her react negatively to the inn’s sushi chef’s technique as well as the 

ignorant way the pharmaceutical company boss and his secretary make themselves out to 

be connoisseurs of sushi. She criticizes them, which leads to a brawl laden with slapstick 

humor.  

 

In the same vein, the tamagozushi is a highly nonsensical way to comment on the 

relationship to food. During the boss’s sushi-tasting segment, the chef offers them 

tamagozushi. The whole company rejects it because it is not seafood, and Keiko criticizes 

their lack of appreciation. Later, when the squid infects the first pieces of sushi, one of the 

employees witnesses a piece of tamagozushi being bullied by the other sushi and 

conjectures that the reason is because it is not seafood (or even the remains of a living 

creature so its reanimation is extra nonsensical). The film’s message appears to be 

something that is already common sense in Japan; to have respect for food. Still, the 

relationship to food may be changing, as signaled by endless food tasting on television, 

indicating, perhaps, a commodification of food as an object of pleasure, mirroring the 

prewar situation Silverberg discusses (50). Compare the relationship to eggs displayed by 

Keiko (sympathetic) to that of the adulterous couple (the egg is an object of their pleasure).  

 

Given the correspondence to the pattern of ero-guro-nansensu seen in these films, which 

were made between the 1970s to the 2010s and temporally removed from the time when the 

term was coined, it seems justifiable to say that it has resurrected from its supposed demise. 

Further studies may reveal if it was ever gone. If Goehrke places the reemergence in the 

1980s, this study pushes the date back at least to 1977 with the film House. Besides, as 

Kawana reports, Sakaguchi Ango wrote Darakuron (On Decadence) (a treatise that 

promoted a controlled individualistic decadence for the sake of fostering independent 

thought) and based a detective character on this ideal in 1946, immediately after WWII 

(189). This free-thinking spirit emerging so quickly suggests that ero-guro may have 

reemerged much earlier still. Therefore, investigations into the time between the war and 

the time period herein can be enlightening. For instance, the exploitation films of the 1970s 

may have some potential. Furthermore, the components of ero-guro-nansensu can be 

studied individually, such as in the studies on nonsense-fiction that Tyler discusses. A study 
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on the Gojira (Godzilla) franchise, or other monster movies, could reveal something about 

guro and nansensu, especially regarding Goehrke’s theory about repetition in mass culture, 

as the first film was quite serious, but later instalments are known for being campy.  

 

Studying other films by the directors in this study may prove fruitful. Iguchi’s films have a 

similar style to Dead Sushi and should include similar elements. Other films by Sono Sion 

may be suitable, and ero-guro-nansensu has been mentioned in regard to his Strange 

Circus (Totaro and Rist). As for Obayashi, his Kindaichi Kousuke no Bouken (1979) features 

a famous detective fiction character, and contains the three elements, and his Sada: 

Gesaku・Abe Sada no Shougai (1998) features an infamous murderess of the 1930s. Sono 

Sion’s Ekusute (Exte – Hair Extensions), as mentioned above, includes a grotesque 

character with white hair, hair-fetishism, grotesquery and nonsense. Another film that may 

be interesting is Vampire-girl VS Frankenstein Girl (2009) because it contains characters 

that reverse Kiyou’s idea of the “blackest woman painted white” in an over the top 

“grotesquing” of the ganguro trend. The same films that were studied in the present thesis 

may also contain references and allusions that were missed or mistaken. For instance, is the 

name of the secretary in Dead Sushi, “ms Enomoto” a reference to the famous comedian in 

Japan in the 1930s, Enoken (Enomoto Ken’ichi aka Eroken)? Because of space limitations, 

the analyses of the films have not been exhaustive.  

 

If not films, obviously, written literature is also an area where ero-guro-nansensu may be 

found. Because the theme has not been explored extensively in western literary research, it 

may be most suitable to study the historical ero-guro-nansensu first. Doing so would inform 

studies on later material and elucidate connections that are otherwise unknown. Because of 

Reichert’s study on Kotou no oni, the “white haired demon” was discovered in this study. 

Edogawa Ranpo’s works would be a suitable choice for research being that he was and 

perhaps still is the author most associated with ero-guro-nansensu. His works are still 

popular and have been adapted to television and film as well as manga, so allusions to them 

may be found in various places.  

 

Apart from fiction, historically, ero-guro-nansensu was spread throughout culture in 

general so there is no limitation on the types of works to be studied. This is permissible at 

least in cultural studies and can be applied to current forms of entertainment such as variety 

shows or other non-fiction. Japanese television is known in the West for strange gameshows 

and bizarre humor. Within this setting, the inclusion of erotic, grotesque and nonsensical 

elements is not uncommon and often combined. On the Amazon prime show, Matsumoto 

Hitoshi’s Documental (dokyumentaru) competing comedians have to keep a straight face, 

and try to win by making the others smile or laugh, which leads to an escalation of extreme 

behaviors including the dirty and lewd, the ugly and grotesque, and the meaningless and 

stupid. As the show grows more extreme each season, it or similar programs can be used to 

show, like in Goehrke’s study, how repetition and escalation relate to ero-guro-nansensu.  

 

Variety and humor programs may also show how ero-guro-nansensu can be embodied by 

an individual or character. An example might be the comedian known as Kuro-chan 

(Kurokawa Akihito) whose reputation has made him into a kind of grotesque spectacle. On 

television he is often subjected to pranks and hidden camera experiments that have revealed 

his dark side. It is, of course, an act, but he now carries the expectation of erotically 

grotesque nonsense as his schtick. He is reminiscent of the “man with a strange face” who 

“persistently chases women,” and in his appearance on a parody of reality shows, Monster 

House (a segment on the variety show Suiyoubi no dauntaun [Wednesday’s Downtown]), 

he exemplifies Kiyou’s notion that ero can become guro depending on the performer 

(Silverberg, 101). The show also displays the reactions of commentators and the studio 

audience, revealing how people are drawn to look at the grotesque being even though they 
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shriek in horror and laugh at the absurdity. Not to mention that hidden camera 

“monitoring” segments (montaaringu) show how audiences still enjoy simulating the act of 

spying which was popular in detective fiction.  

 

Finally, it may be suggested that the framework of ero-guro-nansensu can be applied to 

analyses of Western fiction as well. If it is necessary to justify such an approach (and it might 

be) the argument here would be that even if it is a concept conceived in Japan, describing a 

Japanese cultural phenomenon mostly unknown in the West, the components of the term 

were each, at least in part, originally understood in terms of Western cultural expressions. 

Each of the component parts are, indeed, English loan words. Therefore, it seems safe to say 

that applying the term to Western culture would likely not be objected to by the people who 

originally used it (for example, Yasuda Kiyou) because it seems that they did so18. If this 

approach is taken, one may find individual works that show correspondence. For instance, 

Peter Jackson’s Braindead, which features copulation between zombies and the birth of a 

zombie-baby. Or, one may find a “space of ero-guro-nansensu” within a set of works. For 

instance, the comedy series Monty Python’s Flying Circus, which is notoriously 

nonsensical, and often includes sexual themes or violence and deformity, even if not at the 

same time. David Lynch’s work may also serve as such a space. Furthermore, Western 

fiction may include grotesque characters that fit a similar pattern. For instance, the 

antagonist in Blade Runner is a renegade android with white hair. Although this study has 

not used many of the theories within Cultural Studies, it is a theoretical framework that 

focuses on “the global culture industry” and as such, the interplay between Western 

inspiration on Japanese culture, and the Japanese influence on Western culture, is 

appropriate. How ero-guro-nansensu fits into this remains to be seen.  

 

Conclusion  
 

The term ero-guro-nansensu has a certain charisma to it. While it seems to point towards 

the base and trivial or the forbidden, it is just because of this that it catches one’s attention. 

People seem to be fascinated by the dark and strange side of reality, so it is no wonder that 

it appears so much in fiction. Although ero-guro-nansensu can be understood as a specific 

movement contained within the period and space of Japanese Modernism, the 

characteristics that make up its form can still be observed today. Oftentimes, as can be seen 

in internet discussions, Western audiences view a piece of Japanese media and, being 

unfamiliar with the modern history of Japanese entertainment, have no word for the mix of 

bizarre behavior, contorted expressions, lewd humor, deformity and even casual violence 

that can sometimes be presented to them, they simply say that “Japan is weird.” Perhaps 

the day will come when audiences no longer complain that a film’s plot “makes no sense,” 

and instead realize that it may not be supposed to. If an interest in ero-guro-nansensu leads 

to the discovery of an almost forgotten popular culture in pre-war Japan, misconceptions 

about the country (such as “humorless Japan”) can finally be addressed and much of what 

has been relegated to “weirdness” can be put in context as part of a rich cultural history 

which the West, despite having a hand in its making, is still in the process of discovering.  
  

 
18 Silverberg presents the contemporary Japanese views in each of her chapters on ero, guro and nanensu 
and it is clear from these that the West was an inspiration for the domestic works, even if domestic 
production was still made from within the Japanese modern culture.  
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