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Rob Russell

Introduction

This may sound odd, but my first experience of English Literature cumcu-
lae in Japanese universities was at an English conversation school in Saitama. I
asked a young smdent what she was studying and, on leaming that she was doing
English Literamre, became excited at the prospcct of an interesting 40 minutes
talking about books・Thinking l'd start simple, I asked what aulhors she had
smdied. A long silence was fbllowed by an embarrassed "ShakespeaI℃'' and that
was the end of the discussion. Thirty mne minutes to go and counting ! Over山e

next few years this experience was repeated seveml times and, Ihree and a half
years laにr, when l had served my time in eikaiwa and various slate and adult
education contexts, I s(ill had not met a Japanese student with whom l could
main"in a conversation about books fbr more than a few minutes・Thus,when l

got my first job in a univelsity (Shumei Universi(y in Chiba) and was offbred an
English LiteIamre class to lake charge of it was not without reservations山atl
accepted・Of course, the curriculum l inheriled from the previous teacher included
several Shakespear℃plays, but also many classics from the nineteenth and twen-
Iieth centuries and the unfbrgettable side nole: ･Non-English language
ConⅡnonwealth liにramre in translation if theIEis time'.Back in the real world,

I spent the whole semester leaching what I gandiosely tenned GgemEnction' ,
but was in reality lhe Cohen Brotherg film Miller' s Crossing which, lo be fain is
based on two Dashiell Hammett novels・Twenty five years lat" when aSked in

inにrviews tO recall my邸Batesl achievemenl as a leacher l am still lempted (o say

it is getting an A-level quality essay out of l 4 of ihe original l 9 smdents who
were enrolled in thal class (5 dropPed oUt early becausc the class was too diffi-

cult) and seeing the cogs tuming in the minds of the fhont row of students as they
[ 147]
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148 Rob Russell

nearl)L bursl a blood vessel llying to woik oul whal had happencd to Rug Daniek
wig aner he had been fbund bare-headed and murdered in an aUey.

WhatisthePurposeofa LiteratureC'&lss man ESLContext？
申

I have now laugh[ a version of my Miller's Crossing class in many univcI､
sity courses bom ,vitll English Liierature in lllc lille and as more gN coniei!
classes, usually tO higher level leamers. In bo!h cases my puiposes have been
.roadly siml" I 6nd ii hcartelling ihat I was able lo comc up wilh ten in jnst @
lew lnipules. They _are, in no p~ar order; ,*,gc !ninds (by intr｡dncing
something elljoyable and intcresting); to exel℃iSe mindS (illitially by getting to
lqlow jhe plor and characiers and rccall ing key (lemils) ; lo stilnuiale thodgh!
about important issues that are relevant (o (llc sUldents; to lcam solnethillg ab5u(
and gain a perspcctive on social, historical, cu l lural, psychological and othei|
phenomena; to have a shared fbcus that slimulates discussion; to get better at

■

coming up with and organising thoughts and expxessing them cohel℃ntlyi pelsua-
●

sively and engagingly (in essays, preseniations or guided discussions); toinspire
■

■ 凸

;1nd cneIgise cons!mctive lllought and aciioll : lo moiivaic language lcaming; !｡
leam and/or consondate vocabulaIy, exprcssions, senlence pattems (I have d51ib-
c"rly avoidcd thc .g word herc) and nalllral pronunciation ; lo cncomago

■ 今

s(udems to tlmk about and discuss whal lhey read and walch and io give thenra
rough fifamework fbr doing this productively

Why FiIm？

Obviously lhe above lis! is my own poinl of view and some l｡s may bo
sumrised or even disturbed lo note lhat reasons such as: ､to get students io remd a
lot' , Cto il1lroduce students to the litcl･al･y gl･eats｡．、to gilin exposure to dominant
lheories about the literary classics､ al･e nol mcntioned. Thcsc reasons undoubt-

q

edly have tlleir place on English lileraturc courses taught to native speakers who
al･\triving !o become specialists or siml)ly wanl exposure to !he academic study
of lilcl･alu肥､HowcveIM my strong impression is that such altitudes lie bellind the
s3d and .isappointing expel"s I spokc､ in illc introductiolL This imp[es-
si on finds support among valious auillors ~Is Joh:~"into wh6 aiso

争
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149Tbaching Lileraturc and British CulUlrc Throllgh Film

argues that using mm in a language classroom serves Io: 64motivate smdents'
inlerest in leaming, to makc the lessons more interesting and to nurture smdents'

understanding of the targct culmre" (quotcd in VRIzquez, M. M. V:, 2009)
Many years ago l rcad an article about the woefill stale of science leaching

in UK schooIs・Thedetailthat haS stuckin my mindis that only l3% of l8 year-
old secondary school leavers were prepared io go on record as saying that they
11ad some interest in and knowledge of science. In the article an important voice,
Baroness Wamocke as l recall, was railing against Ule fall in stand|虹ds and msist-

ing that proposed new menlods, such as analysing the science in episodes of Star
'ITek, represented an unacceptable dumbing down lhat would lead to Ule demisc
of the gold slandard A-level which had lradilionally laid the fOundation ibr the
pantheon of great British minds (such as her own no doubt). My first thought
Was: .How much worse do you think it can get?' My sccond thought was: Siart.

ing with Star Trek, which about 98% of British l 8 year olds at that time would
have been delighted to talk aboUt openly and at length, was an exccllent idea・It
appears that lessons wcre not leamed as a later report into school sIudentg atti-
mdes towards science concluded thal: 04The slatus of science as being di伍cult is

a major factor in discouraging students from choosing to study it." ( White et al"
201 2) Thus my opmion has not changed: if you cannot engage the existing inteIz
esls of young minds, and starl wilh what Uley know, like and find relevant Ulen
you hfwe faltered at the first step and far from sctling students oIf on a path to
excellence have madc it less likely that lhey wil l cver reach their potential in tha(
field.

The tmth is that many students ill Japimesc univcrsilies simply do not elljoy

lBading, especially in English, cither because thcy have not developed dle habit
or because their rudimentary language skills make it extremely hard work and

time-consumng.I wish this was not true and over the years l have made effbrts
to encourage reading, but the results have been patchy at best. As Einstein said,
doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result is the very
definition of madness. Thus, in order lo relain my sanity, I decided not to glve up

on reading, but to change my perspective|.I started to think of literature as stones
radlcr than particular fbnns of storics. Looking at this way, I realised that the

i to Rug Daniels'
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starling point should be lo present the stol･y to a class in a way that allows the

maximum number lo get a handle on the plot and characters in a wolkable time

irame. Only after this has happened does cxploring the Ulemes in a way that

encourages independcnt thought become possiblc. Film is the best way l have

fbund io do this.

’

’Which FilmS？

Ⅱme word .Lileralure' is included in lhe class tille, I choose films of books.

As l have already stated, I work with a broad definilion of literature so that films

such as Millcr's Crossing (crime fiction); The DevilⅥねars Prada (popular litera-

tuI℃); HalTy Potler and the Philosopher's Stone (fantasy) aIe all legitimaに

choices. I I1ave two basic criteria. Firstly, is Ule stoly engaging to the maioriW of

studentstothecxtenIthat【heywillgivcit1heirMlattentionimmstartIoHnish？

Secondly, does it present a variety of themes which are relevant to the livcs of the

students and have cnough depth to stimulalc thought and warrant a serious cssay

orpresentation？Thereareofcourseotherconsiderations,Itisnotpossibleor

even dcsirable to prolccl studenls from watching violent scenes・Howeven too

much violencc is ofILpulting or even upsetting lo somc and can be a distraction

and Ihel･e is some evidence to suggest that exposure to too much violence in film

can be detl･imental to dcvelopment (e.9. Salgent et a1., 2002; Brown et a1., 2005).

Miller's Crossing is just on the right side of this borderline. Equally, some

1℃mance is engagmg, but explicit sex scenes are at best a littlc embarrassing to

watch in a group and loo much bad language is a distraction and has obvious

disadvantages in a 1anguage leami ng context (allhough a ibw well chosen curse

wol･ds can be molivaling and are strangely easy to remember ! ) As a general mle

【I Brilish Board of Film Classincation mting of l 5 i s accepleablc, whereas any-

lhing mlcd l8 or ovcI･is pmbably besl avoided. Hnallyb if my goal m a class is to

[each language, I pl･obably woll' t choose to use a film and if l do it will be a short

clip. Howcver, il is obviously an advantage to select films whcre the original

language used is accessible lo students so that they have a chance at least of fbl-

lowing it without subtitles, if not thc first timc then in filture viewmgs.

一
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151'Ibaching Litcmlure and British Culmrc Through Film

How to Present Films and Work with Themes

There arc various ways to present thc hlms. Where possible l use the DVD

with original English language soundtrack and Japanese sub"es which allows
the less advanccd students to fbllow the Plot and stay engaged while the more

able can, in theoIy at least, fbcus on the spoken English, though l am aware that

il can bc hard to resist the urge to read your native languagc when it is presented.

With higher level smdents it is possible to use English subtitles, which gives

lhem two options fbr grasping the dialogue and makes the learning of new

vocabulary morc likely・Finallyb if subtitles are not available, I will show (he film
in chunks of around twenty mnutes, stopping after each one to ask questions and

rcview what ibcy have watched・Again this method ollly works well with a class
where at least some students have a relatively high abinty level.

A typical fi1m, if it is suitable by the above mentioned criteria, will yield
8- 12 111eme qucstions without too much difficulty. Here are some questions l use
fbr Nevcr Let Me Go, a story written by the Japanese bom bul British educated

and acculturaled Kazuo lshiguro about a group of cloned children who are raised

with the purposc of providing olgans to prolong the lives of non-cIollcd citzens
in a ficlionalised, bllt recognisable, dystopian Bdtain.

1. WIIs Miss Lucy (the new teacher) right to tcll the tmth to the studcnts in her
class？Re舵rtoboIhthefilmandyourownideasabou族xpeIien“ofhonesty、

2, At lhe end of the iIIm (and near the end of her life) Kathy asks whether the

lives of the Hailsham clones were really so different fifom thc lives of the peo-

pletheydonaにdorgansto･Whatisyouropinion？'Inlkaboutyourownideas
and use sceneS fiom the film to explain your opinion.

3． WhoarethestrongestandweakestcharactersinNeverLetMeGo？Referto
scenes from the film to support your opinion.

4. What doeS the film say about the morahty of cloning some humans to allow

others (o live a longcr and more healthy life? What is yol"･ opinion?

5．Inthismm,hascloningにchnologyimprovedsocietyor madeit worse？

Compare the society in the film with the one you grew up in and refer lo scenes
from the film to support your opinion.

When l first started doing this l used to offer smdents thc option of creating
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Iheir own questions. Pcrhaps predictably, they ralely look the opportunity. What

I do now is, fbr lhe fIrst nlm we sludy in a class, give them aboul lO questions to

choose from and the option io make lheir own. Then, ibr lhe second film of the

coursc, I ask Ulcm to brainstorm questions in groups and then add lhese to the list

of questions l alrcady have. l lind (hat doing it this way yields some really good

questions which arc uniqucly tailored io the view individuals have of what is

inlcresting and important in the mm whilst at the same time not putting undue

pressure on those wllo sIruggle to come up with (hcir own idcas. It also means

Ihat the size and quality of my question bank increases evcly time a film is

taught.

The Ulemcs above are relatable (o studcnls: honesty, Ihe ethics of cloning,

strengUl and weakness, the heallll of society aleall concepts which can be eaSUy

grasped by any l8+ year old. Consequently they ar℃engaging and invaliably lead

to fbcused work and resulting presenlations or essays which vary ftom accept-

able to gcnuincly illuminating. Howcveri it is somelimes a good idea to dream

big and there are times when l have dared to be more ambitious, Could we read

atleastachapterorlwoof〔hebook？Couldwesomehowcomparethebookand

the film and discuss how the siory changes when it is adapied to a different

medium？Isthereawaylore-introduceShakespeareandothercanonicalliterary

creationsintoIhe mix？Couldthemesinclude moretechnicalaspectsofthefilm

such as the usc of camera work or music to show mental states such as tension

and conlilsion? I bclievc all oi･these things "℃possible, but I､m still working out

how to achicvc them and would welcOme ideas fmm anyone who h" read this

fir and is inlereSted el1ough to contacl lnc. Onc thing l have tried is giving mini

lecUlres on lllc diflもrenccs belwecn tllc book and the film and including that

inibrmation ill a iinill test. l also tricd looking at J.K｡ Rowling' s innuences when

creating lhe Hilrry PoltcI･serics. These include the Christian Bible, The lliad and

Macbeth, all of which can be illuslratcd by carcfUlly chosen scenes from the

films and colllparcd to Ybu'nlbc clips of fillned vcrsions ol､the ol･iginalS. For

examplc Ccdric's dealh in Hal･ry PoUel･ and the Goblel of Firc is directly innu-

cnccd by thc killing of Pclroclus by Heclol･in the battle fbr 'n･oy and the final

scene in Harry Pollel･ and lhc Dcalhly Hallows where Harry comes back to life is

’

’

1
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innuenccd by the l･esurrection of Christ (Scott, J., 20 10).le opportunity・What

bout lO questions to

e Second film of the
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veIy time a nlm is

Using Film to Teach Britisll Culture

I believe British cullure can be broadly understood as a series of binaries

some of the main ones of which are: left and right pontics; working and middle
class; town and country; the geographical noIth and soulh; pro- Royal and anti-

Royal; pro-Europe and Eurosceptic: Catholic and Protestant. Of coursc none of
these cmde contrasts will hold firm under scmtinyibut they do providean excel-
lent cntry point to an understanding of Britain fbr the uninitiated. Using the same
screening criteria aS fbr litcrature, i､e. if it docs not engage smdents and feel
relalable lo them, nothing but an uphill smlggle nes ahead, immediately suggests

some hiendly entry points into these ultimately very complex oppositions. Music
is perhaps the most obvious one and l like it because it immediately opens up
possibilities to deepen and cxpand. FOr example almost everyone has some idea
aboul Britpop which, besides Ule entertaining documentary films about the pop
chart wars bctween Blur and Oasis, also allows fbr discussion of the role it

played in eXpanding the appeal of Tbny Blair' s Labour government (1997-2008)
amongst younger voters. 4Rock Family Trees: The Birth of CooI Britannia' and
､Live Forevcr: The Risc and Fall of Britpop' are both good choices fbr higher

lcvel students. Slarling wilh this period in British cullural history, when the New
Labour reinvention of lhe posl wal･socialist policies which created the Nalional
Heflllh Scl･vice, the Wel inre Slate and extensive social housing held sway, makes

it logical lo go back to the l980s and compare and contrast with the Thatcher
years, a time when the cold wal･ had been all but won and markcl fbrces, aided
and abetted by Ronflld Regan' s laissez iaire administralion, began to gather
momentum and lcign unchecked by an incl･easingly out of touch and disorgan-
ised socialist opposition.

There are severai relatable leatures of l980s Britain that are key to an

understanding of British cultul℃. Firsdy, there is Thatcher herself and the policies
she in(roduced・Britain,s first female Prime Minisにr and the daughter of a north-

ern groccry sIore owner who gained a dcgree from Oxford University, she rose to
thc top in Ule male dominated politics of Whitehall by means of obsessive hard
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work, a clear idea what needed to be done, ruUlless use of state resources to

reduce union power and cast iron detennination・There are numerous fIIms boih

about Thalcher (fbr example :The lron Lady､) and thc eifecls of Thatcher's poli_

cies on groups and illdividuals in a variety of socio-economic positions. These

includc Mikc Leigh' s,Mcantimc､and CHigh Hopes ', StePhen Frear's adaptalion

of Hanif Kereishi,s book G My Beautifill Lau ndcrctle ' and thc more recent GBlue

Jean. which addresses Section 28, a law passed by (he Conservative govemment

in l 988 banning schools and councils from promoting and teaching homosexual_

ity as being acccptable to socieW. This latter is somelhing which has become of

more interest (o Japanese students in recent yearS as awarencss of LGBT+ issues

leads younger gcnerations to embmce lhe freedom to question their own sexual_

ily and lo advocatc fbr more tolerance in attitudes and policy.

Another llolable feature of Ule Thatchel･ years in the UK is industrial action

and in parlicular the miner's strikc ( 1 984- 1 985). Although article 28 of the Japa-

nese constitulion contains the basic right to strike, or take colleclive action in

defence of workcl･s､interests ("Japanese Labour Lawi'' 2024), overt industriKll

action is rarc in Japan and images of pitched baltles beiween mincls and the

police ltom UK news progams of thc tme open a stark window on how troubled

the UK was at a time when Japan was riding lhe crest of the bubble years.

Rctuming to the comparatively civilised world of popular films, GBrassed Off'

depicts a nol･thcm lown l O years after the s(rike and the diificulties faced by its

brass band ibllowing llle closure of the lown,s coal pit. Billy Eliot' is anothel･

accessible film this timc set dI"Ig the strikemKl licliomlised town in County

Durham, agaill in llle north of England・Il lackles cntrcnched class attitudes,

gender stereotypes, and the family conmcts that werc crcated and exaccrbated by

the pit closures and differing perspeclives on the wisdom and value of the strike

actions themsel ves .

ConcluSion

In this bricf l･eview of thc bcnefits of using nlln to teach literature and cul-

lure l havc tried to communicate my cnthusiasm lbl･ this medium and the strenglh

of my belief in tllc melhods l have developed, bascd as lhcy are on decadcs of

一
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155Ibaching Literature and Brilish Culture Through Film

【rial and eITor ultimately guided by my quest fbr the satisfaction i fecl when I

cXperience a group of students (or even one or two) becoming cxciled and

inspired as thcy begin to understand just how profbund and uplining can be the
efibct of a hcarlnet and well lold story on the human spirit・I hope l have .walked

my laik' and written in an engaging and accessible manner and that those with a

laste fbr greater academic rigor in theirjoumal articles will fbrgive me fbr allow-

ing experience to bc my authorityb 1n lhe final analysis l have one sincere hope
that l would like to share wth anyone who has been interested (or generous)

enough to read to the end. My hope is that wherevcr those l4 fbrmer Shumei

sludentS irom my class of 2002 are now, that if anyone over the years has asked

them whal books they studied at university they quickly answered "Millers'

Crossing and, if you'le curious, a passmg child stole Rug Daniel's wig fbr a
soIIven ir!''
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