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The US writer Kurt Vonnegut used the term “karass” to 
describe a group of people who are spiritually linked 
without having to be bound by earthly bonds, such 
as bonds of blood. Followers of Vonnegut’s fictional 
religion Bokononism (a theology based on “harmless 
lies”) believed members of a “karass” to be more 
profoundly connected than those of a family – even if 
they don’t realise it.

I thought a lot about Vonnegut’s idea of the “karass” 
while watching Shoplifters, the 2018 Palme d’Or winner 
from the Japanese director Hirokazu Kore-eda. Over the 
course of a career that has drawn international compari-
sons with everyone from Yasujir Ozu and Mikio Naruse 
to Vittorio De Sica and the Dardenne brothers, Kore-eda 
has returned compulsively to the subject of the family 
and the ways in which it can be dismantled and reassem-
bled.

 Osamu (Lily Franky) and Nobuyo (Sakura Andô) are 
a couple living a hand-to-mouth existence in a poverty- 
stricken corner of Tokyo. Both have jobs, working in 
construction and laundry respectively. But their income 
is supplemented by petty pilfering, in which Osamu 
has made young Shota (Kairi Jyo) his apprentice and 
accomplice. Together they trawl the local shops and 
supermarkets, one causing a distraction as the other 
spirits away food or perhaps shampoo.

There’s a little finger-rolling gesture that Shota 
performs before lifting an item, and later we will see 
this gesture repeated by the young neighbourhood girl, 

Juri (Miyu Sasaki), upon whom Osamu seems to take 
pity one evening. She is cold, hungry and bruised. So 
Osamu takes her to his ramshackle home, where she 
is tentatively welcomed by the extended family which, 
along with Shota and Nobuyo, includes elderly Hatsue 
(Kirin Kiki) and a young woman, Aki (Mayu Matsuoka).

Kore-eda has said that Shoplifters started life as a 
tagline (“Only the crimes tied us together”), and has 
described the core themes of the film as marking a return 
to the wider sociopolitical concerns of 2004’s Nobody 
Knows, which was inspired by a real-life case of child 
abandonment. Certainly, Shoplifters presents a starkly 
realistic depiction of marginalised lives – of characters 
pushed beyond boundaries financial, legal and inter-
personal. There’s an echo, too, of Like Father, Like 
Son (which also featured Lily Franky), with changeling 
allegiances lying at the heart of Osamu’s relationship 
with Shota.

Yet behind such down-to-earth concerns there’s a 
fable-like element at work, emphasised by Ryûto Kondô’s 
glowing cinematography, which tames the sharper 
edges of the drama. Told another way, this could simply 
be a story of child abduction and abuse, with Osamu 
as a modern-day Fagin, preying upon youth for materi-
al gain. Yet in Kore-eda’s hands it becomes something 
closer to a fairytale by the Brothers Grimm, gently unrav-
elling the knotty puzzle of a family in which nothing is 
quite what it seems.
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VOTING FOR LEAVE NO TRACE A 78 | B 25 | C 1 | D 0 | E 0 | Rating 94% | Attendance 120

Next screening | Wild Rose | Tuesday 22 October 2019 8.00pm 
‘. . . a troubled young Glaswegian woman dreams of becoming a Nashville country star . . .’
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