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Beneath the Ink
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Toeing the
Line to Send
a Message

A documentary airing this Friday offers a stark
and revealing look inside Tokyo’s yakuza.
“It’s never easy to gain access to
a secret world; a lot of people who
spoke to us spoke off the record,”
explained Phillip Day of his new
documentary on organized crime
groups in Tokyo.
Day co-directed and co-produced
“Crime Lords of Tokyo,” a daring
piece on life in the Japanese yakuza,
which premieres at 9 p.m. this Friday,
Oct. 14, on the National Geographic
Channel.
Life in modern day Tokyo is
seemingly safe, but in this vast neon
city hides a dark secret. For the millions who live there, it is something
they don’t see every day and they
may never encounter it face to face.
For people who live on the inside,
however there is an ancient brotherhood of gangsters known as yakuza.
They are powerful and secretive
organizations that control a criminal
empire. The yakuza are one of the
world’s biggest mafias. Over 80,000

mobsters control crime rackets like
drugs, human trafficking and protection. They sport full body tattoos and
missing fingers as a sign of loyalty.
They guard this multi-billion-dollar
business with the threat of extreme
violence.
Across Japan, more than 20 crime
syndicates compete for a piece of
the action. The heart of the battle is
in Tokyo.
The film includes profiles of two
who were deeply entrenched in the
underworld but managed to find a
way out, including a woman who
was dragged into prostitution and a
man who found his escape through
religion.
“We scoured the world for stories
that had already been published about
anybody who had come out into the
open,” Day said. Networking led his
team to Shoko Tendo, the daughter
of a yakuza boss whose life became
a nightmare after her father became

An exhibition of JA art,
design and activism
in postwar L.A. opens
Saturday at JANM.
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Tatsuya Shindo was a drug dealer and a yakuza gang member before he discovered Christianity while inside
prison. Today Shindo, who is now a preacher, tries to help others like himself.

leGal NOTiCeS

Crime boss Mitsunori Agata, left, was unabashedly willing to give an
interview for the film, without any need to hide his face.

inexorably saddled with debt.
“She told us a story of how she
prostituted herself to pay off the
family debt,” Day explained during
an interview with the Rafu. “She got
caught up in a vicious cycle; her father was becoming an alcoholic, and
it went from bad to worse.”
It wasn’t until Tendo became
pregnant that she managed to escape
from the yakuza world, but she has
defiantly retained a mark to her past.
Strong minded but slender and frail in
body, she decided, as a way of proving her identity, to get a yakuza-style
full-body tattoo, which is usually the
domain of only men.
In recent years, yakuza turf wars
have turned more vicious and deadly.
However, under current Japanese
law, membership in the yakuza is
not illegal. Police have stepped up

the number of raids and arrests, but
the yakuza are survivors.
For many, survival is the reason to
leave gangs, but desertion can bring
fatal consequences. One man’s saving
grace came from a higher power.
Tatsuya Shindo entered the yakuza as a troubled teenager. He became
a drug dealer and a bodyguard, but
when he crashed his bosses’ car he
cut off his finger in a ritual called
yubitsume, to prove his devotion
and loyalty.
By his late 20s, Shindo found
himself in prison and in search of
a better life. In jail, he discovered
Christianity and decided he wanted
out of the yakuza. After his release
from prison, he approached his boss
and begged for his freedom.
“The boss decided it was a good
calling in his life, gave his permission
to leave the faction, and he’s become
an important member of the community and a preacher,” Day said,
describing how Shindo now spends
much of his time helping gang members to renounce their ties to crime
and encouraging them to become
members of the church.
“Through him we met a lot of
people, an interesting entrée into
that world,” Day said, telling of how
he and his crew happened to meet
Xiao Mu Lee, the Chinese owner of
a restaurant in Tokyo’s Kabuki-cho
district, known for its tawdry nightclubs and red-light hangouts.
“When we talked to him about
what we wanted, to get as close to
the powerhouse as possible, he said
he could get us an interview with a

yakuza boss,” Day explained. “We
didn’t quite believe him to be honest.”
The man took the crew on a guided
tour of Kabuki-cho, which Day said
led to a small café restaurant.
“Suddenly, a very big man crossed
his arms in that way Japanese do to
say ‘stop,’ and we realized the man
he was protecting was a quite nicely
dressed elder gentleman.”
That man was Mitsunori Agata,
a high-ranking officer of the Sumiyoshi-kai.
“He gave an interview, signed our
release forms to be on camera and
said we didn’t need to hide his face
and would answer our questions,”
Day said.
At Lee’s restaurant, the crew interviewed Agata, whose experiences
of being bullied at school led him to
seek a life in the yakuza. During the
session, Agata revealed his extensive
tattoos.
Day said the most surprising
part of filming–despite a couple of
telephoned threats–was discovering
the honor and civility with which the
gangs undertake their work.
“They are honorable people ... I
found them to be extremely honorable, polite and gentlemanly, including when we finished talking to
yakuza gangsters, they called to order
taxis for us, carried our equipment
out of the restaurant, spoke to taxi
drivers and gave directions.”
Day said the experience was one
he’ll never forget and he hopes to
return to Japan with more time to
devote to a follow-up film.

The Japanese American National
Museum will continue its focus on the
post-World War II Nikkei experience
with its latest exhibition, “Drawing
the Line: Japanese American Art,
Design and Activism in Post-War Los
Angeles,” opening Saturday, Oct. 15,
and running through Feb. 19, 2012, in
JANM’s Pavilion at First and Central
in Little Tokyo.
This exhibition is part of the
project “Pacific Standard Time:
Art in L.A. 1945-1980,” an unprecedented collaboration initiated through grants from the Getty
Foundation of more than 50 cultural
institutions across Southern California, which are coming together
to tell the story of the birth of the
L.A. art scene.
“Drawing the Line” explores
the cultural resonance of several
key Japanese American artists in
the decades following the Second
World War. By situating the work
of a diverse group of creative figures
in the context of resettlement and a
subsequent shifting sense of cultural
identity, the exhibition brings to
light a complex story that weaves
art and community as part of the
same fabric.
“While this story is specific
to the unique circumstances of
Japanese Americans from the
1950s to the early 1980s, it also
resonates and overlaps with other
social and cultural movements,
like the civil rights, anti-Vietnam
War, and women’s movements,”
explained curator Kris Kuramitsu,
an independent curator and art/
philanthropic consultant based in
Los Angeles. “This broad view
of activism and art will provide
a nuanced reading of politics in
the creative work of artists across
multiple generations.”
The exhibition will give a glimpse
of the changing ways that Japanese
Americans created visions of and for
themselves and their communities.
Among the works of art featured
will be:
• Matsumi Kanemitsu’s “Illustrations of Southern California,” a
suite of prints exploring the artist’s
perspective on the history of Los
Angeles;
• A photograph of the first pilgrimage in 1969 to the Manzanar
concentration camp site by filmmaker Robert A. Nakamura, who was
incarcerated there as a boy during
World War II;
• A series of “Orange Crate Label”
paintings by Ben Sakoguchi;
• A vintage 1963 Sting Ray Corvette, designed by Larry Shinoda;
• Ephemera and footage from
Great Leap founder Nobuko Miyamoto’s 1980 musical “Chop Suey”;
• A new installation by Linda
Nishio revisiting her 1981 performance “Ghost in the Machine”;
• Posters by graphic designer Qris
Yamashita;
• A documentary about the 1969
events around People’s Park in
Berkeley by Norman Yonemoto;
• A rarely seen series of prints by
Bruce Yonemoto;
• Copies of the original Gidra
magazine from the 1970s.
For more information, call (213)
625-0414 or visit www.janm.org.

Detail of cover art from a 1972
edition of Gidra magazine, drawn
by staff artist Alan “Batman”
Takemoto.

