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OPINION

by Prof. Dr. Petia Alexandrova, NBU

for a dissertation of the educational and scientific degree “doctor” (Ph.D.) in the field 2.1. Philology, doctoral program “Literature of the peoples of Europe, America, Africa, Asia and Australia – Japanese Literature and Culture”

Topic of the dissertation: “Visual revival of Japanese literature in the cinema of the 21st century”

Author of the dissertation: Maria Georgieva Simeonova, Department of Japanese Studies, Faculty of Classical and Modern Philology, Sofia University “St. Kl. Ohridski”, with scientific supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Vyara Nikolova

The dissertation work of Maria Simeonova contains 306 pages of text (of which 201 is the scientific part itself), including an introduction, three chapters and a conclusion. After the conclusion, a bibliography (189 sources), tables and 8 appendices are listed.

The introduction outlines the parameters of the topic: its relevance in the context of growing interest in Eastern culture, a review of previous research into which the present text can be inserted, the need to highlight new literary editions and film works, and an emphasis on 21st century cinema. The approach is interdisciplinary, and the main thesis is clearly stated, although theoretically not particularly original: “filmization leads to a revival of the literary work and an increase in interest in it. At the heart of this interconnectedness is fiction, which is the basis for transferring themes and ideas from one sign system to another.” Maria Simeonova also sets herself certain limitations – the focus is on 21st century film adaptations, although this does not apply to literary works.

I will not retell the work by chapter, but I will highlight the achievements of the doctoral student in several directions:

1. She shows in the first chapter a good knowledge of both Bulgarian and international researchers of Japanese cinema, who are represented with their works, from which she draws theoretical and historical statements.

2. She treats the texts on film adaptations and their place today in the same correct way.

3. She emphasizes semiotic analysis, relying on the theories of Saussure, Peirce, Bakhtin and especially Barthes, in order to compare them with Japanese aesthetic principles.

4. She forms a classification of the views on film adaptations according to Eco, Baudrillard, Lyotard, Davis and other authors, without stopping at their concepts, but deriving her own definition.

5. She makes a brief overview of both Japanese literature and Japanese cinema, freely and eruditely using names and titles.

6. It brings out the specifics of Japanese film adaptations such as originality, symbolism, polysemy of words and expressions, understatement, intertextuality, multidimensionality, innovation, sense of detail, dynamics in statics, giving different points of view, beauty of simplicity, connection with nature and the universe, humanism and realism, genre diversity and its subtypes.

7. It analyzes in depth “Ten Nights of Dreams” both as literature and as an omnibus film.

8. It focuses on the film adaptations of Japanese literary works that have been presented in Bulgaria, as a special type of their reinterpretation.
The study convincingly advances the perspective from literature to cinema, as the doctoral program suggests, but it constantly moves in both directions and has a comparative nature. Throughout the work, one can notice allegorical and well-developed "small" themes and observations that broaden our view of a specific work or thesis from an unexpected angle.

Contributions:

Although in a different way, for me the two last chapters (3.3. and 3.4) and the appendices have an original and innovative contribution. The interpretations in "Ten Nights of Dreams in Cinema - the Multifaceted Symbolism" (p. 167) demonstrate Maria Simeonova's ability to handle cinematic images and visual metaphors, to "read" them and present them analytically, in a word, to be a profound and inspired film critic. In “Screenings of Japanese Literary Works Presented in Bulgaria,” the author not only meticulously collects the facts about the presence of screen adaptations on our native screen (in tables and numbers, by years and forums), but also draws conclusions about the audience’s contact with the “far” East – in this part she writes as a film historian (p. 185).

The appendices are truly diverse and functional. Appendix 4 sets the context for the entire doctoral thesis. Appendix 3 (Japanese literary works published in Bulgaria in the 21st century) goes a little out of the matrix because it also includes authors who were simply translated later (classic works by Mishima, Endo and Akutagawa), but it beautifully complements what the Bulgarian reader/viewer is familiar with. Appendix 5 and the interview with the director of Cinelibris Alexandra Aleksanrova are addressed to the native audience and even between the lines it is clear what kind of reviving interest there is in Japanese cinema. I think they reveal Maria Simeonova as a systematic, orderly, and broad-minded researcher who spares no effort to build an aura of data around the text.

Notes:

I would like to draw attention to some structural inconsistencies. I do not see the need for the historical review of Japanese literature (pp. 56-69), especially for an audience of specialists in it - it is in any case telegraphic, although it is understandable and interesting for laymen. The object of the more detailed study (“Ten Nights Dreams”) has a difference of almost a century between the appearance of the literary work and the film - in this sense, in both cases it needs a more detailed historical and social context, which probably to a large extent explains the different decisions, not only aesthetically. Film adaptations in the 21st century are once arranged by year (a conscientious historical approach), but are also considered in chapter 2.4. “Distinguishing features of contemporary Japanese film adaptations of literary works”, where they are examples of originality and originality. In my eyes, their first mention at the time of appearance could have been avoided, which is more a retelling of the plot and style than highlighting their specificity. I also think that the first word “visual” in the title is superfluous, “Revival of Japanese Literature in (Through) 21st Century Cinema” is enough. A purely visual analysis, truly interesting and competent, is only in part 3.3, which is about 20 pages of the entire work. But it is possible that this feeling of mine is the fruit of my personal film, not literary, competence, which logically pulls the rug towards the cinematic image.

I also have two questions that naturally arose in the course of reading and are something like a suggestion for topics for further research. Maria Simeonova places the films in the context of their international participation and awards with a logical emphasis on their presence on the Bulgarian screen. My first question is more related to cinema: what is the connection between film awards and screen releases on a global scale, is it the same for other countries, for example, for South Korean cinema, no less famous in the 21st century. The second is more in terms of literature: I am curious whether there are any non-Japanese film adaptations of Japanese literary works between 2000 and 2020 and what they are?

Conclusion. Despite some remarks, I consider the dissertation with its theses, examples and analyses, taken as a whole, to be a meaningful and interesting text, expanding and concretizing research in the chosen field. Which gives me reason to evaluate it as an independent study with a number of merits and to propose to the members of the scientific jury that Maria Simeonova be awarded the educational and scientific degree of “doctor” in the field 2.1. Philology. Japanese literature and culture.

Sofia, 02.01.2025

Sincerely:

prof. Ph.D. Petia Alexandrova

