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In 1992, director Sato Makoto released Living on the River Agano,
a documentary examining the impact of Minamata Disease on a
rural community in the mountains of Niigata. It was the result of
several years spent living with the old farmers in the area. Ten
years later, Sato and his cameraman returned to Niigata to renew
their friendships with the farmers—at least those that had survived
in the intervening years, and on this occasion, they made another
film, Memories of Agano (2004).

These two films posed a range of challenges to the subtitler,
beginning with the remarkably thick dialect of Niigata, so incom-
prehensible to most Japanese that it is usually subtitled in Japanese.
Sato wanted his sequel to resist the reduction of these people to the
disease, deciding that his goals could be best served by forcing
spectators to listen to how people spoke rather than simply what they
were saying. So he chose not to subtitle it in Japanese. The result
was a beautiful film that almost no one could “understand.” This
posed a novel challenge to Nornes, the English subtitler. Nornes
uses Memories of Agano as an opportunity to bring his theorization

of an “abusive subtitling” into thorough practice.
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