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Ama-San review: a deep dive into Japan' s fisherwomen 
culture  

adapted from an article by Leslie Felperin  

1 The ama are Japan' s fisherwomen, free 
divers who retrieve abalone, sea snails 
and other ocean products (they' re best 
known for their pearl fishing) out of the 
shallows without using oxygen tanks. 
Portuguese documentarian Clá udia 
Varejã o immerses herself in the daily 
rhythms and rituals of one group, filming 
them at home and at work as they go 
about raising kids, singing karaoke and 
swimming to the bottom of the sea. 

2 Varejã o favours an austere approach that relies on long, unblinking takes, 
uses no music that doesn' t occur within the action itself and no subtitles that 
clarify who' s who.    37   , there are no explanations at all, leaving the viewer 
to work out why, for instance, the women wear both modern diving suits and 
traditional linen headscarves over their waterproof balaclavas. Much screen 
time is devoted to watching the subjects wrapping, folding and tucking these 
bits of white cloth, a kind of origami that' s seemingly both symbolic and 
practical, like the tying up of the laces on a ballet slipper. Out of the water, 
they favour dress that similarly mixes modern and traditional, with regular 
trousers and blouses below the neck and white bonnets with deep brims on 
their heads. 

3 This kind of unfiltered anthropological study can be mesmerising and there 
are some lovely sequences here, not just of the women diving in the olive-
green depths but also moments where they' re just hanging out with their 
families, playing with fireflies or making supper. But some viewers may find it 
frustrating that we never hear them discuss their lives or even learn their 
names properly, as if we are just ghosts, weaving among them while they go 
about their business. It' s a style of film-making that' s as traditional and in its 
way mannered as the head wraps and diving techniques that are being 
observed. 
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1p 36 What becomes clear about the ama in paragraphs 1 and 2? 
A They adhere to economically unviable methods despite needing the 

extra income badly. 
B They choose entertainment that complies with the strict cultural codes 

that govern their existence. 
C They integrate long-established customs and fashions with up-to-date 

elements. 
D They tend to be quite secretive about the mysterious rituals employed 

by their kind. 

1p 37 Which of the following fits the gap in paragraph 2? 
A Besides 
B Indeed 
C Instead 
D Still 

1p 38 What is the writer’s final verdict about the documentary discussed in this 
review? 
A It cleverly uses innovative methods to capture a way of life that has 

hardly changed through the years. 
B It contains some captivating images but never becomes truly involved 

on a more personal level. 
C Its promising start is not enough to compensate for the inferior quality 

of much of the footage. 
D Its subject matter is fascinating but this mediocre portrayal does not do 

it justice. 
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