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Introduction 

Akira Kurosawa has been called Japan's greatest liv
ing film director. In the West, he is the best-known 
Japanese filmmaker, and works like Seven Samurai 
and Yojimbo have retained a consistent popularity 
both in Japan and abroad. They have, moreover, 
greatly influenced Western filmmaking, from gen
res such as the Western to directors like Sergio 
Leone and Sam Peckinpah. Kurosawa's career has 
been a long and prolific one, and it stretches from 
the chaos of war-torn Japan to the present day and 
has ranged from contemporary films (Drunken An
gel , The Bad Sleep Well) to period works (Sanjuro, 
Kagemusha, Ran), from works based on Japanese 
literature (Sanshiro Sugata, Rashomon) as well as 
foreign sources (The Idiot, Throne of Blood, High 
and Low),  from exercises in established genres 
(Stray Dog, The Hidden Fortress) to inventions of 
new genres (Rashomon). But Kurosawa's eclectic 
tastes are unified by his consistent concern that his 
works be popular, that they move and excite a large 
audience. This they have done, uniting a serious
ness of purpose with an ability to command the af
fection of a mass audience. 

That audience is now a global one. After a se
ries of films seen only by the Japanese, Kurosawa 
made Rashomon, the film that was largely respon
sible for igniting Western interest in the Japanese 
cinema. His extraordinary reception by the West 
enlarged his stature as a major filmmaker but, iron
ically, has perhaps helped limit discussion of his 
work. Many of Kurosawa's films, such as Seven Sa
murai and Yojimbo, have been repeatedly screened, 
and his handling of action, his fast cutting, his 
affection for detectives, doctors , and samurai as 
characters-all have endeared him to Western audi
ences and have helped make his work comprehen
sible in relation to Hollywood movies, especially if 
gunfighters are imaginatively substituted for samu
rai. The popularity of Kurosawa's work, and the 
length of his career, has helped make his films seem 
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perhaps too familiar, especially if one feels that he has been largely influ
enced by Hollywood productions. So popular a filmmaker, one whose 
work is so frequently revived, can become established as a fixed icon of 
popular culture. Such continual exposure can, paradoxically, prevent a 
closer look. Certainly it is paradoxical that a director of Kurosawa's stat
ure has been infrequently studied. First published more than twenty-five 
years ago, Donald Richie's The Films of Akira Kurosawa has remained 
the only full-length English-language study of Kurosawa's entire body of 
work. 

There may be another reason for this comparative neglect besides 
Kurosawa's popularity. In his book on the director's samurai films, 
David Desser points out that the interests of film scholars studying the 
Japanese cinema have shifted away from Kurosawa to favor directors 
whose narrative and visual codes challenge and depart from the model of 
filmmaking established by Hollywood. " Since the middle 1 9 70s Kuro
sawa's cinema has been devalued in the sparse critical literature pro
duced on the Japanese cinema. Kurosawa has been displaced, to all in
tents and purposes, by the so-called 'modernists' of the Japanese cinema, 
Ozu, Mizoguchi, and Oshima."l The latter three filmmakers have been 
venerated by this shift of attention, and the study of their films has em
phasized the extreme formalism, the visual experimentation and eccen
tricities of their style, while attempting to link that style with currents of 
popular and political culture.2 This emphasis is related to a major ac
complishment of film studies in this period. Film scholars had long been 
fascinated with the Hollywood cinema, with its ability to efface its forms 
and to manufacture tightly stitched entertainments in which none of the 
seams showed.  The patient studies of these scholars at last yielded a 
detailed and specific understanding of how Hollywood film operated.3  
This accomplishment helped generate a renewed appreciation of,  as well 
as a specific methodological context in which to situate, filmmakers like 
Ozu and Oshima who departed from Hollywood norms. The corollary 
has been the displacement of Kurosawa. Understanding the Hollywood 
cinema seemed to imply that Kurosawa, too, was a known quantity. Ozu, 
Mizoguchi, Oshima, now regarded as modernists and exemplars of an 
alternate filmic tradition, triumphed over Kurosawa, whose style never 
constituted the kind of rejection of narrative or genre that their work 
exemplified. 

We have, therefore, few extended, detailed considerations of Kuro
sawa's visual and narrative structures that draw from the contemporary 
insights of film studies. Noel Burch's analysis is an exception, notable 
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for its close attention to the forms of the films , but the attention tends to 
be selective.4 Burch attempts to recoup Kurosawa within the modernist 
ground occupied by Oshima and others, and this leads him to emphasize 
such films as Throne of Blood and lkiru at the expense of others. In addi
tion, Burch develops a strictly formal explication of Kurosawa's work at 
the expense of thematic issues. 

In his study of Kurosawa's samurai films , Desser begins to rectify this 
neglect. He remarks that much yet remains to be explored in Kurosawa's 
cinema, and he offers his study "in the spirit of inspiration, as a place to 
begin."5 Desser perceptively recognizes Kurosawa as a " dialectical" 
filmmaker operating "to create works of narrative brilliance which reveal 
their own tensions,"6 and he points to the need for an expansive and 
comprehensive treatment of Kurosawa's work that will explicate the sig
nificance of the extraordinary tensions within the films. " In-depth stud
ies of his oeuvre must reveal the significance of his patterns, not just 
their appearance . . . .  Further studies must show how certain narrative 
patterns, character traits and formal means can be used most appropri
ately in certain kinds of films."7 Desser recognizes, as have other writers, 
that Kurosawa's cinema is a turbulent one, beset by tensions between 
premodern and modern values, between Eastern and Western traditions , 
and, stylistically, between flashes of extreme violence and moments of 
quiet and contemplation. Kurosawa's continual alternation of period 
with modern-dress films has also been remarked on by commentators .6 
But an appreciation of the organic nature of these tensions throughout 
the entire body of work has not yet been attempted. How are the compet
ing Eastern and Western values within his films linked to visual and 
narrative structures? How may we reconcile the apparently disparate 
aesthetic traditions represented by montage and the long take in Kuro
sawa's work? Of what are the oscillations between period and modern
dress films a symptom? And what are the relations among the issues that 
these questions address? Above all, it is necessary to emphasize Kuro
sawa's work as a project, as a specific undertaking influenced by an im
mediate social challenge (Le . ,  the cataclysm of the second world war and 
the general cultural upheavals that it precipitated). These events are of 
central importance to Kurosawa's cinema, where they are revealed, 
transformed ,  in and by visual form and narrative style. 

What has not been extensively studied as yet are Kurosawa's most dis
tinctive features of visual style and the specific kind of cinematic space 
they help create. His understanding of cinematic space is unique in film 
history, and it is a direct function of his method of choreographing on-
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screen movement, of his reliance upon the telephoto lens and techniques 
of multicamera filming, and ,  in the later films, of his use of the anamor
phic frame. These choices of movement, lenses, and framing not only 
give the films their distinctive look but also have a direct, if subtle, bear
ing upon the cultural project they announce. The mediations and con
nections between Kurosawa's visual form and the cultural circum
stances that contextualize the work are fascinating to trace. The forms of 
his films are charged with ideological value-indeed, are set in motion 
by a specific ideological commitment-and the visual and narrative 
codes must be grasped as the material transformation of urgent social 
questions. 

The forms of Kurosawa's films will be studied closely, then, because 
they represent, in Rudolf Arnheim's terms, a kind of visual thinking. 
Kurosawa's reluctance to verbalize about the meaning of his films is well 
known. He has always insisted that his meanings are there, in the films 
themselves, and that people should watch them. We will take him at his 
word. Our primary evidence will lie in the material of the films, yet 
throughout the following chapters I shall also draw upon Kurosawa's 
autobiography as a parallel text to the films themselves. This is not in
tended as a rhetorical maneuver to seal my arguments by resort to a the
ory of origins. Indeed,  as I will discuss later, the most fascinating thing 
about Kurosawa's autobiography is the extent to which it, too, can be 
viewed as one of his film narratives. Its chronicle presents Kurosawa as 
a Kurosawa character and the story of his life as the kind of spiritual 
odyssey witnessed so often in his films. The autobiography will be 
placed alongside the films, as one text among others. Yet it is distinct in 
possessing much valuable evidence on Kurosawa's attitudes, values, and 
sensibility. These are important to understand,  not so that the films may 
be reduced to a biography, but so that the structures which inform them 
may be grasped. With Kurosawa and his work, we must employ a mul
tiplex perspective because we are dealing with manifold levels of trans
formation:  cultural, individual , cinematic.  Even though his curious 
autobiography serves to establish him as yet another text, it is essential 
to understand the terms of his self-portrait so that we may establish a 
pathway from Meiji, Taisho, and Showa-era Japan into the material of 
the films. 

Kurosawa has directed twenty-eight films (including his newest, 
Dreams),  a large number for a study of this kind. Rather than approach
ing the films chronologically and considering each in turn, I have chosen 
to group them topically, arranging them according to particular formal or 
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cultural issues that they address. This method will emphasize both the 
diversity of Kurosawa's work and the logic of its internal development, 
the social and aesthetic problems around which it is organized, to which 
it continually returns, and for which it seeks resolutions. Each chapter 
has its own focus, yet they are all organized with reference to the central 
problematic of Kurosawa's work, which is to find a method for construct
ing a viable political cinema that is ,  at the same time, popular. The chap
ters trace Kurosawa's effort to use film politically, the genesis of this 
attempt and the context in which it developed, its maturation and evolu
tion , and its eventual defeat. Thus, though each chapter is  concerned 
with a single general issue, taken together they attempt to reveal the 
structuring dynamics of Kurosawa's cinema. 

Chapter 1 begins with the general context of Kurosawa criticism, con
sidered through a review of some of its features,  specifically, Kurosawa's 
reputation as a humanist and as a director influenced by the American 
cinema. I then outline the approach of this study by considering Kuro
sawa's work as part of a generational response to the tensions and strains 
of cultural modernization and democratization. 

In Chapter 2 I discuss the development of Kurosawa's visual and nar
rative style in the early films. San shiro Sugata Parts I and II, The Most 
Beautiful , and They Who Tread on the Tiger's Tail are examined for what 
they tell us of Kurosawa's understanding of framing, editing, and the 
choreography of camera and object movement. The hallmarks of his style 
emerge very early and are organized in ways that frustrate attempts to 
establish dominant lines of influence from other filmmakers. 

Whereas Chapter 2 deals with issues of form and Kurosawa's under
standing of the visual image, Chapter 3 focuses on the collision of those 
forms with the urgent problems arising in the aftermath of World War II. 
Kurosawa's films of the postwar years-No Regrets for Our Youth, One 
Wonderful Sunday, Drunken Angel, The Quiet Duel, Stray Dog, Scan
dal, and Ikiru-attempt to participate in the tasks of postwar reconstruc
tion. It is within this context that his conception of a political cinema is  
forged. These films directly engage the milieu of social and economic 
collapse and attempt to specify the terms of the new individual required 
by a new world.  These works initiate what I call the heroic mode of Kuro
sawa's cinema, those films that hinge their political analysis on the ex
ploits of an extraordinary individual. 

Chapter 4, in many ways, represents the transition to the three remain
ing chapters. It considers the appearance in Kurosawa's work of a tone 
and outlook that are counter to the heroic mode. This outlook first sur-



XX I N T R O D  U C T I O N  

faces in t¥e films he adapted from literature, and this chapter accord
ingly seeks to understand how the l iterary adaptation has functioned 
for Kurosawa. These adaptations are exercises in aesthetic experimen
tation as well as attempts to expand the boundaries of his cinema by 
considering the relationships between verbal and visual signifiers. 
Kurosawa comes to demonstrate a profound understanding of the dif
ferences between the literary and the cinematic modes , and the early 
acts of translation-Rashomon , The Idiot-are superseded by acts of 
transposition-Throne of Blood, The Lower Depths-in which the liter
ary and the cinematic modes are no longer assumed to be eqUivalent. 
Three of these films are adapted from foreign literary sources, so the 
issue of cross-cultural borrowing may be explicitly posed with reference 
to Kurosawa. In addition, The Idiot will permit us to discuss one of the 
great unexamined topics in Kurosawa criticism, the relationship of 
Kurosawa's work to that of Dostoevsky. Kurosawa's fondness for Dos
toevsky is well known, and an influence from the Russian master is often 
suggested by many writers, but it has never been closely explored. We 
will want to consider points of correspondence and divergence between 
these two artists. 

In Chapter 5 I discuss Kurosawa's attempt in Record of a Living Being, 
The Bad Sleep Well, and High and Low to apply the visual and narrative 
structures developed in the immediate postwar years-structures that 
dramatized forms of heroic individualism-to systemic, transindividual 
social problems: the atomic bomb and the nuclear state, corporate cor
ruption, class division and exploitation. Kurosawa attempted to use the 
old forms to deal with political issues of a new scale and scope. This 
examination re-poses the question of form, and the discussion will re
consider the nature of Kurosawa's style, especially in terms of its mature 
features: the use of telephoto lenses, multicamera filming, and the an
amorphic frame. 

In Chapter 6 I examine Kurosawa's use of the past in his period films, 
works whose aims and design are dialectically related to those of the 
modern-dress films. Desser notes that samurai films , like Westerns, work 
by transforming history into myth,9 and while we will have occasion to 
discuss this process in Kurosawa's work, it will be contextualized as a 
symptom of the strain and contradiction developing in his cinematic 
project. Moreover, his period films are not just examples of mythic story
telling. Seven Samurai , Y6jimb6, and Red Beard announce a critical in
vestigation of the past, of the relation between the individual and the 
social and cultural landscape. (The Hidden Fortress is briefly consid-
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ered. )  This investigation is conducted via a detour through the past, but 
it is immensely relevant to Kurosawa's efforts to come to terms with con
temporary Japan. His cinematic forms have always been marked by an 
extraordinary degree of internal tension, and these films reveal the pro
found source of that tension to lie in the threat posed by time and history 
to his cinematic project. 

Dodeskaden, released in 1 970,  was something of a shock for those who 
had closely followed Kurosawa's career. It looked like no other Kuro
sawa work, and the three films that followed-Dersu Uzala, Kagemusha,  
and Ran-announced a radically new aesthetic. In narrative structure, 
emotional tone, and visual style, these late works seem to initiate a break 
with the films that preceded them. In her essays in the expanded version 
of Donald Richie's book, Joan Mellen has noted some of the contours of 
this new style.10 But its relationship to the earlier films should be ex
plored because the apparent abruptness of the break is deceiving. What 
appears to be a stylistic cleavage is ,  instead, a culmination of the logic by 
which Kurosawa's for�al structures had been developing in previous 
decades. Strongly marked by a tone of despair and renunciation, these 
late works represent perhaps the final permutation of Kurosawa's style. 
Finally, in Chapter 7, I explore the complex relationship of these late 
works to the earlier films and their implications for the kind of cinema 
Kurosawa had attempted to construct. 

Kurosawa's works are extraordinarily important, not just for their sin
gularly rich and complex formal structures, but for what they show us of 
the interrelations between form and culture, the artist and history. His 
attempt to fashion a cinema engaged with the contradictory demands of 
his time tells us much about the ideological nature of artistic form and 
about the place and the possibility of a committed aesthetic, its aspira
tions and its limitations. In the intersection of the imaginary vision with 
the material world, Kurosawa has taken his stand and has sought to 
change that world. The trajectory of this project forms one of the most 
compelling chapters in cinema history. 

I should end this introduction on a more personal note. This study has 
been very much a labor of love. When I was younger and just learning 
about the cinema, it was the films of Kurosawa that taught me the most 
about what movies were capable of. They had a visual energy, a passion 
and sheer love for moviemaking, that I had seen in few other filmmakers' 
work. Of course, when we are first encountering and falling in love with 
a medium, everything can be exciting. But Kurosawa's films have re
tained these qualities for me over the years, and I have tried to convey 
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something of that in this study. Inevitably, there were some aspects of his 
work that I could not cover. I do not consider at length, for example, the 
extraordinary repertory company of actors that dominates the films. 
Toshiro Mifune and Takashi Shimura are well known, and they do figure 
in the analysis that follows. But those who care for Kurosawa's work also 
know of the incomparable presence of Minoru Chiaki, Eijiro Tono, Dai
suke Kato, Bokuzen Hidari, Ko Kimura, Seiji Miyaguchi, Eiko Miyoshi, 
Nobuo Nakamura, and, of course, the actor who embodied the first great 
heroes, Susumu Fujita. What I have closely studied, instead, are Kuro
sawa's images, his methods of constructing them, their organization and 
relation to his narrative structures. He has worked, and thought, through 
his forms. Through them, he has sought to engage his culture and his 
country, to map out the course of development he thought Japan needed. 
To understand Kurosawa, it is above all necessary to understand the na
ture of his images. Toward that end, this study is directed. 

As this book was going to press, Kurosawa's newest film, Dreams, had 
not yet been released in the United States, and it does not receive an 
extended analysis in the pages that follow. As I hope the reader will see, 
however, the new film's preoccupation with the dreamworld is, to some 
extent, anticipated by the logic of the argument I develop. 





1 Viewing Kurosawa 

Without knowing 

the unchanging. 

the foundation 

cannot be built. 

and without 

knowing the 

changing. 

style cannot 

be renewed. 

-Basho' 

In the late 1 960s . following a spectacularly success
ful career. Kurosawa faced the threat of its immi
nent disintegration. Plagued by ill health and no 
film work. in 1971 he slashed his wrists with a 
razor. aligning his personal despair with a recog
nized cultural practice of self-immolation. Yet this 
was a man who had never included a scene of rit
ual suicide in his films. a man whose regard for the 
worth and integrity of the self had always com
pelled his film characters to reject the codes of self
destruction. Watanabe. the dying clerk of Ikiru. 
refuses suicide as the answer to his problems. rea
soning that he cannot die yet because he does not 
know if his life has had meaning. Witnessing the 
horrible massacre of his retainers in Ran. the war
rior Hidetora reaches for his sword to commit 
seppuku. but the scabbard is empty. Hidetora. too. 
is compelled to live. In a culture that emphasizes 
giri , or obligation, and ties of joint responsibility 
linking members of a group, Kurosawa has repeat
edly broken with tradition to challenge the social 
determinants structuring the individual. Yet. dur
ing his most painful travail, he sought a solution he 
had never permitted his heroes. It was not quite the 
warrior's chosen end, opted for as a sign of fealty 
when the clan leaders were defeated in battle. But 
the attempt did resonate with a tradition possessing 
a certain cultural legitimacy. In this small contra
diction lies an important clue to the nature of the 
films. To explore this contradiction is to define the 
shape and focus of this study. 

A convenient place to begin is with the di
lemma Kurosawa faced in the 1970s,  since in some 
ways it grew from the nature of his work. Since 
1943, when he began directing. he had averaged 
at least a film a year, sometimes several annually. 
Occasionally, a year would lapse between releases. 
but in general he worked steadily and consistently. 
Following Red Beard in 1965 , however. the work 
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1. Akira Kurosawa. (Museum of Modern ArVF i lm Sti l l s  Archive) 

dried up. Since then he has completed only five films, as compared to 
twenty-three in the first two decades of his career (excluding Those Who 
Make Tomorrow, a studio-compelled production co-directed with Kajiro 
Yamamoto and Hideo Sekigawa, for which Kurosawa has denied respon
sibilityZ). (Kurosawa's latest film, Dreams, consists of eight episodes 
based on memorable dreams extending back to his childhood. Steven 
Spielberg and George Lucas were instrumental in helping the project get 
started. With George Lucas's help,  Kurosawa tries modern special effects 
for the first time.J) 

The reasons for this sudden loss of work are generally, but insuffi
ciently, understood as economic and sociological: the Japanese film in
dustry was changing and had shut out directors like Kurosawa whose 
work it could not accommodate. Television arrived in the early 1950s , 
and,  as in other countries, the audience and the motion picture industry 
changed forever. In 1953,  according to Richie and Anderson, only 866 
television sets operated in Japan, but by the late 1950s that number had 
greatly increased. nearing two million" By the mid-1960s. 60 percent of 
Japanese homes had television sets. and by the end of the decade, 9 5  
percent o f  all households were tuned t o  the new medium.s A s  in the 
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United States ,  popular acceptance of television was swift and unswerv
ing. The audience stayed at home, and annual movie attendance sharply 
dropped from a high in 1958 of 1 , 1 2 7  million to under 200 million after 
1 9 75.6 

Television also affected film content as the Japanese audience came to 
be divided into distinct groups of television viewers and cinema view
ers.7 Kurosawa was recognized as a master of the period film, or jidai
geki, yet these films became a mainstay of television, where, as Anderson 
points out, their formulaic nature was easily accommodated to the de
mands of a weekly series: in 1982,  more than a quarter of televised dra
matic series were jidai-geki.8 Theatrical film responded by heavily pro
moting soft-core pornography, and the production firms themselves , like 
their counterparts in the United States, diversified into related leisure
time markets. 

Kurosawa, long established as one of the most expensively budgeted 
Japanese directors, found himself unemployable in the new cost-con
scious climate of the late 1 960s.  Sweeping historical epics of the kind he 
often specialized in had become too expensive to produce for an indus
try that was scaling itself down both economically and artistically. The 
result, for Kurosawa, was a long, deep freeze, and his reputation suffered 
following an abortive involvement with 20th Century Fox's production 
of Tora! Tora! Tora!. Kurosawa claims to have quit the production, but 
other accounts suggest that he was fired because of a perfectionism some 
thought bordered on insanity.9 Dodeskaden ( 1 9 70) was his response to 
the collapse of the Japanese industry and of his own reputation. "I made 
this film partly to prove I wasn't insane; I further tested myself with a 
budget of less than $1 million and a shooting schedule of only 2 8  days. ' ''o 
But the film also signals the beginning of a progressive, steadily deepen
ing pessimism that has characterized all his subsequent works and that 
marks them as radically different from the earlier films. This change is 
not entirely explainable by the collapse of the Japanese film industry. 

Dodeskaden was not well received, and again Kurosawa's career lan
guished. Unable to obtain funding for further projects in Japan, he ac
cepted an offer from Mosfilm to work in Russia and used the opportunity 
to realize a project he had long cherished, a film of the diaries of the 
Russian explorer Vladimir Arseniev. Dersu Uzala ( 1975) , however, was 
not the remedy for the long hiatuses plaguing Kurosawa's recent career. 
His next film, Kagemusha, would not appear until 1 980, and Ran not 
until 1 985 , and both only as a result of financing obtained through inter
national co-production. 

5 
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Kurosawa has not been silent through these vicissitudes. He aCCUSf)S 

the industry of greed and timidity and argues that filmmakers must fight 
to regain artistic control of their projects: 

I feel that what's wrong with the Japanese film industry today 
is that the marketing side has taken over the decision-making 
power on what film is going to be made. There's no way that 
marketing-type people--at the level their brains are at-can un
derstand what's going to be a good film and what isn't, and it's 
really a mistake to give them hegemony over all this. The fi lm 
companies have become defensive. The only way to compete 
with television is to make real films. Until this situation is cor
rected, it's really going to be difficult for filmmakers in Japan. " 

Compounding the economic problems Kurosawa began to face in the 
late 1 960s was a shift in ideological film practice among newer Japanese 
directors. The questioning and politicizing of film form and of the role of 
the audience, which was so common at this time in the European cin
ema, also typified the work of such directors as Nagisa Oshima, Masahiro 
Shinoda, and the Japanese "new wave."lZ The Art Theater Guild, a small 
circuit of theaters , provided an outlet for their independent productions, 
and for a time radical filmmakers explored ,  expanded, and evaluated the 
codes and values of the traditional Japanese cinema, of Kurosawa's cin
ema.13 With Ozu and Mizoguchi gone, Kurosawa was condemned to be a 
symbol of reified tradition. In his commitment to linear narrative, his 
apparent lack of interest in Brechtian distancing devices, his refusal to 
develop a rigorous mode of political filmmaking, and his seeming inabil
ity to move beyond a method of social analysis centered on the individ
ual , Kurosawa stood for the newer directors as the representative of all 
that was moribund and reactionary about the Japanese cinema. 

The denunciations of Kurosawa were often extreme and painful .  Shi
noda, for example, ca�t his criticisms of Kurosawa in terms of an explicit 
generational revolt: "My generation has reacted against the simplistic 
humanism of Kurosawa in, for example, Rash6mon, The Bad Sleep Well, 
and Red Beard . Kurosawa has also been resented by the younger people 
not only because they were looking for a new metaphysic, but also be
cause he had the advantage of large sums of money to spend on his films 
and they did not. . . .  Kurosawa has exhausted himself pursuing the trav
eling camera."14 
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Shl1ji Terayama described his relations to Kurosawa's work with 
greater equanimity but indicated that Kurosawa's kind of cinema was no 
longer compelling: "At twenty-four I liked the work of Kurosawa very 
much. Now I don't hate it, but I felt pity when I saw Dodeskaden. Oshima 
and Shinoda say they hate Kurosawa, but I don't hate Akira Kurosawa."15 

Eventually, the newer filmmakers would be caught in the same eco
nomic contradictions that Kurosawa faced ,  though for different reasons. 
With the collapse of a lively audience for motion pictures as well as the 
general formal and political retreat of the industry, it became harder for 
directors like Oshima to maintain the stylistic and political aggressive
ness that typified their earlier work. Oshima has more recently described 
the contemporary industry with a disillusionment very close to Kuro
sawa's:  "Filmmaking here has become very hard since the 60s. In the 60s, 
there were students and other young people who were interested in see
ing serious films. In the 70s , the film industry lost that audience, and the 
general public looked for entertainment in films rather than seriousness. 
In the 70s , the public stopped pursuing any idea of revolution. That has 
altered the industry significantly."16 

As with Kurosawa, Oshima's political outlook has darkened at the 
same time the industry changed: "In 1960,  when I made Night and Fog 
in Japan, my hope was that the movements on the left would grow and 
strengthen. Now, as you can read in the newspapers today, only the 
worst has remained. The rest has vanished. Nothing has improved since 
the 1960s."17 

It is ironic that Oshima, representative of the countercurrent to Kuro
sawa, should have found himself with similar problems (even to the ne
cessity of seeking out international financing for his projects) .  But what 
both filmmakers were facing is the same: the decline of the auteur and 
the ascendancy of teams of producers and market researchers. Kurosawa, 
in particular, is the exemplar of an earlier mode of filmmaking that sur
faced in the industrial countries following World War II. That mode has 
been termed the "art" film, and its practitioners-Kurosawa, Bergman, 
Fellini, Ray-caused a great deal of excitement in the film world of the 
1950s.  They helped make film an acceptable object of culture and study 
at a time when it was regarded much as television is today. In the hal
cyon days of Rash6mon, Bicycle Thieves, La Strada, and The Seventh 
Seal, filmmaking became firmly established as an expression of national 
culture capable of international reception, and at the core of this new 
recognition stood a handful of directors. They were thrown forward by 
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their era : authors functioning as codes legitimizing the seriousness of 
film and its i dentity, not as a machine or an industry, but as sensuous 
human expression, like the other arts. They were romantic times but ex
citing ones, and Kurosawa's contemporary plight symbolizes the final 
eclipse of this cinema, of the director as superstar. When he speaks, a 
nostalgia for those days is expressed. Describing earlier decades of the 
Japanese cinema, he says: 

It was the springtime of Japanese film-making. There was 
growth and optimism. The top management of the film compa
nies were also film directors and they didn't try to restrict you 
for commercial reasons. But in the late 1 950s and 1960s the cli
mate changed: it was tragic when people like Mizoguchi, Ozu 
and Naruse all died-we began to lose our stand as directors and 
the companies took over the power. After that came the Dark 
Ages .18 

Referring to the decline of the kind of director who made the art cinema 
possible-the "auteur"-Kurosawa has observed: " In today's Japanese 
films , it would be possible to interchange titles , names of directors, with
out anyone noticing it. Anyone would be able to sign today's films. None 
is marked by the personality of the creator." 19 

When Kurosawa's moment of despair carne in 1971 ,  his desperation 
was triggered by loss of position in the industry and by the eclipse of the 
international art film (as well as by an undiagnosed illness). Yet there 
was another reason. The economic and sociological changes in the in
dustry were external factors, impinging from without. But an internal 
crisis had developed within Kurosawa's work, a crisis of form in re
sponse to culture. It was not a new problem, but instead it had run 
through all the films as a kind of fault line, threatening always to rupture 
and split the work. Finally, it did. 

From his first film, Kurosawa had employed a particular mode of ad
dress for his Japanese audiences that preserved suspended in dialectical 
tension a mix of Eastern and Western values. As his career progressed, 
the particular mix of values would shift and alter, but always for Kuro
sawa the overriding importance was to use film to make history, to ad
dress the Japan shattered by World War II, and to help reshape its soci
ety. In the films of the late 1 940s and early 1 950s, from No Regrets for Our 
Youth to Ikiru, an extraordinary involvement with the contemporary so
cial moment is manifest. This participation by the films in the specifics 
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of postwar reconstruction dimmed in the later 1950s,  when Japan had 
regained its economic and social bearings. But the urgency of Kuro
sawa's address in his role of moral leader continued unabated,  particu
larly in his belief that social values, borrowed from the West, could be 
therapeutic additions to Japanese culture. This general project of ad
dressing Japan by way of selective Western values reached its culminat
ing expression in 1965 's  Red Beard, a film whose making exhausted 
Kurosawa both physically and philosophically. If a work as ambitious as 
Red Beard could have no effect on a society whose economic expansion, 
he believed, masked deeper social misery/o then a life's work devoted to 
a belief that film could help make history would have to be revised, or 
else some other model of filmmaking would have to be found. In either 
case, a profound crisis in his art faced Kurosawa after Red Beard, and the 
long periods of inactivity and the very different form and tone of the later 
films testify that he has not yet solved this problem and never may. 

Thus, to lay the burden of Kurosawa's artistic problems exclusively on 
the greed or crassness of the contemporary industry is to miss seeing the 
very painful dead end, internal to the works, in which Kurosawa the 
filmmaker was stranded after 1965.  I will clarify this crisis and trace its 
development, but first a foundation for the analysis must be established. 
This may be done by considering some general features of our critical 
understanding of Kurosawa to see in what ways they might be extended. 

Because Kurosawa belonged to the tradition of the art cinema, the ini
tial reception of his films was shaped by the influence of that tradition.21 
Rashomon's exhibition at the Venice Film Festival in 1 9 5 1  dramatically 
announced the talents of Kurosawa to an international community, and 
each film after that received a great deal of critical attention. The recep
tion and discussion of these films during the rise of the international 
cinema in the 1 960s was connected with the effort of film scholars to 
define the legitimacy of film criticism at a time when film studies was 
only just emerging as a field in the universities and was still regarded 
with suspicion and hostility. A close relationship exists, then, between 
the terms by which Kurosawa's films were understood and the needs of 
the discipline at that time. 

Consistency and harmony were stressed as the measures of artistic 
stature. It was, of course, the age of the auteur, when the greatest distinc
tion a film could claim was its revelation of the "signature" of the author, 
the director. The films that were regarded as being most accomplished 
were those that revealed a creator's recognizable, coherent imprint. This 
standard of authorship was vitally important because it helped make 
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film like the other arts, not brute technology or a commodity, but an 
expression of culture fashioned by human design. The great filmmakers 
could be studied, as were the great painters and writers. A human pres
ence could be disclosed within the machine. 

The critical work of revealing the auteur's presence implied a corol
lary: that the films themselves contain and communicate values of de
monstrable social importance. Moreover, by revealing the latent mean
ings of a work, film criticism itself could help communicate these values 
and thereby establish its worth as an enterprise. Toward this end, a major 
code discerned within the films was the ideal of "humanism." The films 
of Kurosawa and his peers-Rossellini, De Sica, Ray, Bergman-were 
praised for revealing the dignity of human life and a concern with human 
welfare. Anderson and Richie, in their history of Japanese film, wrote, 
"This then is the famed ' humanism' of Kurosawa. He is concerned with 
the human lot above all else and he particularly insists upon the equality 
of human emotion. All of his films share this basic assumption.'>22 

Charles Higham noted that Kurosawa believes in "man's fundamental 
decency" and that the director's is the "tradition of humanism and opti
mism, of the courage of people who fight for goodness in the midst of a 
cynical world."23 Writing shortly after Rashomon had electrified the in
ternational film culture, Jay Leyda discerned that "a high point is that 
element of Kurosawa's films that will keep them alive-their pity and 
humanity."z4 Similarly, Vernon Young felt that, in his films, Kurosawa 
"restores to man the quality which individualizes him."25 Norman Sil
verstein observed Kurosawa's "Dostoevskian faith in man."Z6 David 
Robinson wrote of "the essential human quality and human optimism" 
of Dodeskaden.27 For Akira Iwasaki , Kurosawa is "a humanist at heart."28 
Audie Bock noted that Kurosawa may "be counted among the postwar 
humanists."29 Keiko McDonald referred to Red Beard as "the most hu
manistic" of Kurosawa's films.30 Donald Richie observed that in Red 
Beard Kurosawa "had vindicated his humanism and his compassion."31 

While ,  as these scholars point out, Kurosawa's films are frequently 
marked by an extraordinary compassion for the suffering that they de
pict, what is curious and should also be noted are ways in which Ku
rosawa's cinema is not congruent with all the ideals that have been 
subsumed under the label "humanism." Humanism is an elusive term, 
as it has been understood in a variety of contexts and applications. While 
it may sometimes be other than, or more than, the following attributes .  it 
has sometimes been construed to include the values of restraint. deco
rum. balance. and proper proportion. Irving Babbitt. the American pro-
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ponent of humanism, wrote that a decorous manner, behavior that es
chewed the excessive, was "the central maxim" of all genuine human
ists.32 For Babbitt, humanists "aim at proportionateness through a culti
vation of the law of measure."33 Similarly, Norman Foerster considered 
restraint and self-control central to a humanist outlook.34 

In contrast to a stress on correct balance, propriety, and good measure, 
Kurosawa does not emphasize these elements, either in terms of the por
trayal of his characters or stylistically, at the level of visual form. As Noel 
Burch has pointed out, the keynote of the characters ' behavior is the 
strange persistence and the wildness of their dedication to their goals, 
the single-mindedness and the consuming energy with which they pur
sue their ends.35 Richie has made a similar point, noting that "the Kuro
sawa hero is distinguished by his perseverance, by his refusal to be de
feated."36 The actor most closely identified with Kurosawa's films , 
Tashiro Mifune, exhibits very little in his screen excesses in the way of 
restraint and balance, and this is precisely why Kurosawa liked him. But 
these are trivial points. More important, Kurosawa's film style stresses 
the excessive, the transgressive, the flamboyant. As Akira Iwasaki has 
noted, in these films the "very air is denser, the air pressure greater than 
in the atmosphere we normally breathe, sounds fall on the ear an octave 
higher than their usual pitch, and physical movements are speeded up or 
slowed down abnormally."37 The films "are dramas of violent emotions, 
their traumatic effect heightened still further by exaggeration, emphasis, 
and extremes."38 Kurosawa himself has observed: "I am the kind of per
son who works violently, throwing myself into it. I also like hot sum
mers, cold winters, heavy rains and snows, and I think my pictures show 
this. I like extremes because I find them most alive."39 In their celebra
tion of the extremities of human behavior, the staccato, jagged rhythms 
of their cutting, and the undermining of a stable visual world through 
decentered compositions and the foregrounding of character and camera 
movement, Kurosawa's films have more of the Dionysian about them 
than is perhaps consistent with a thoroughgoing humanism. 

Furthermore, as subsequent chapters show, Kurosawa's cinematic em
brace of humanity is somewhat compromised by his affection for the 
codes of the samurai class and by the aesthetic form to which his affilia
tion with warrior culture has helped lead him: a continuing reliance on 
heroes. on the few for whom moral growth is portrayed as a possibility. 
as distinguished from the masses of people who are portrayed in film 
after film as afflicted by a kind of moral entropy, unable to live like a 
Watanabe, Kambei , or Niide.4o It is, therefore, perhaps better to speak of 
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2. Kurosawa on location dur ing the fi lming of Seven Samurai. K6 Kimura,  as 
Katsush i ro, is on the left. (Museum of Modern Art/F i lm St i l l s  Archive) 

a humanist impulse within the films, but one that is constrained by the 
ambigu ities of a commitment to hero ic narratives . (In his latest fi lms. 
Kurosawa has moved away from a reliance on heroes, but he has become 
deep ly pessimistic about any notion of human perfectibil ity. ) In any 
event ,  as Desser has pointed out, the time has come to move beyond 
notions of humanism in explaining Kurosawa's work and to rely instead 
on close scrutiny of cinematic codes.41 

In addition to exploring the commitment to human welfare in Kuro
sawa's films, another recurring focus of Kurosawa criticism has been 
upon the question of influence. Who influenced whom the most, Kuro
sawa or Hollywood? Kurosawa has frequently been described as the 
" most Western" of Japanese filmmakers, and many scho lars have dis
cerned stylistic similarities between his work and a range of Hol lywood 
directors. While these have included George Stevens and Howard 
Hawks,42 very often comparisons are made with the work of John Ford. 
Both men were attracted to stories of masculine adventure (though, per
haps, Kurosawa more consistently than Ford) ;  both men continued to 
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rely on a stock company of trusted performers; and both men, of course, 
had a certain regard for Westerns.  Kurosawa himself has been most gra
cious in acknowledging his affection for Ford's films and his respect for 
Ford the man. In his autobiography, he humbly says that, compared to 
Ford, he is no more than "a little chick."43 

Charles Higham suggested that Kurosawa learned "his handling of 
mass action, of the complexities of location shooting, from Ford." 44 Tom 
Milne found the redeeming values of Dersu Uzala to be its Fordian qual
ities : "Dersu Uzala is rescued from the reefs of sentimentality by direc
tion as calmly matter-of-fact in its elegiacs as the best of John Ford."45 
John Pym found the images of Kagemusha to be "painterly . . .  derivative 
of Kurosawa's revered Ford."46 John Gillett suggested that a composition 
from Kagemusha of warriors crossing the plains "was not only exciting 
and beautiful but seemed to forge yet another link between the landscape 
painting of Kurosawa and Ford."47 Richie and Anderson found Takashi 
Shimura to be to Kurosawa "what Ward Bond was to John Ford,"48 and 
Richie finds Toshiro Mifune to be to Kurosawa "what John Wayne was to 
John Ford."49 The town in Yojimbo, Richie also suggests, "is very much 
like one of those god-forsaken places in the middle of nowhere remem
bered from the films of Ford."5o 

Of course, it is difficult to establish definitive lines of influence, and 
Kurosawa himself, while acknowledging his admiration for Ford, has 
indicated that he has avoided any conscious imitation of the American 
filmmaker. "I 'm sure that my films do show some influence from John 
Ford, whose work I like very much, but I 'm certainly not conscious of 
doing anything to imitate him."51 Moreover, as I suggest in a later chap
ter, Kurosawa works from a rather different orientation to the past, to 
tradition, and to marriage and family than does Ford. 

One of the most productive lines of inquiry for understanding Kuro
sawa's cinema and its potential debt to, or influence upon, Hollywood 
has been the consideration of his relationship to the American Western. 
Many scholars have contributed to this debate by drawing comparisons 
between images or weaponry from Kurosawa's films and Westerns ,  by 
affirming that Kurosawa has been influenced by Westerns,  or by using 
the Western as a kind of metaphorical category for describing Kuro
sawa's own films or patterns of imagery. In the latter case, an influence 
is not alleged so much as is the presence of strong, general similarities of 
narrative, image, or characterizaton. Kenneth Nolley reports that Kuro
sawa has been " deeply influenced" by American Westerns.52 Ralph 
Croizier suggests that in " structure, mood, and basic values the similari-
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ties might well appear more important than the differences between a 
six-gun and a samurai sword."53 Alain Silver compares the gunfighter's 
display of weaponry to that of the samurai.54 Nigel Andrews compares 
Sanjur6 with True Grit and calls it "the most autumnal of Kurosawa's 
Japanese Westerns."55 By contrast, David Desser finds that Sanjur6 re
veals the influence of Shane. 56 Tom Milne compares Dersu Uzala to Sid
ney Pollack's Jeremiah Johnson.57 Richard Combs found an evolution in 
Kurosawa's use of the genre. Writing of Kagemusha, he suggested that 
"The modern weaponry of the enemy clans, and some scenes of slow 
motion death agony, might nevertheless suggest an updating of Kuro
sawa's Western imagery, from Ford to Peckinpah."58 (This suggestion, 
however, tends to reverse the direction of influence, since Kurosawa's 
use of slow motion for the depiction of violence in films as early as 1943 
clearly predates its appearance in the American cinema in the late 1960s 
in such films as Bonnie and Clyde and The Wild Bunch.)  Donald Richie 
cites Bad Day at Black Rock, Shane, and High Noon as models for 
Y6jimb6.59 (In this case, it seems likely that Kurosawa has borrowed a 
small bit of business from High Noon-the sound of coffins being ham
mered.)  Writing on the American film The Magnificent Seven, Joseph 
Anderson observed that " Kurosawa's self-acknowledged debt to the 
American Western, particularly John Ford's ,  helped to determine the 
shape of The Seven Samurai. This foreign influence has nourished 
him."6o Anderson then adds that "Without the American cinema, there 
would be no Kurosawa."61 

In considering the relationship between Kurosawa's samurai films 
(and the samurai film in general) and American Westerns , David Desser 
points out that the " obvious similarities of being set in the past, of having 
armed heroes who protect the weak or who seek bloody revenge, and the 
subscription to a codified set of behavioral norms like 'The Code of the 
West' or the code of 'Bushid6,' give the two forms an obvious affinity," 
but he also cautions that the extent to which the samurai film is indebted 
to the Western " is questionable."62 The differences between the two cate
gories of film are as important as the apparent similarities. Desser, for 
example, discusses differing conceptions of the frontier and of nature in 
the two genres.63 Also stressing the differences, Stuart Kaminsky has ob
served that the samurai film " deals with myth in a way which the Amer
ican Westerns cannot attempt because of different national needs, con
ventions, and historical film traditions."64 

Both types of film are about men of violence who are defined in terms 
of their weapons, yet the characters and stories are embedded in net-
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works of different social structural values, which firmly separate the two 
classes of film. Each articulates a different response to history and cul
ture. Class identity, relations , and conflict are all central to the samurai 
film while being quite peripheral to the Western, which is why Kuro
sawa's Seven Samurai does not really translate to an American context. 
Historically and socially, the gunfighter-peasant relationship is not the 
same as the samurai-farmer relationship. As Tadao Sato notes, unlike 
the samurai film, "there is no distinction in the rank of characters who 
appear in Westerns. The sheriff, outlaw, cowboy, farmer, etc . ,  are more or 
less on an equal social footing.

, ,
65 The samurai belonged to a distinct 

space in the social hierarchy that marked him off from such other classes 
as the farmers or the aristocracy. During historical eras preceding the 
Tokugawa period, the class lines between samurai and farmer were far 
more fluid than they were after the seventeenth century, but in both eras 
the samurai as a class depended for their identity on the codes of obliga
tion that bound them with their lord: the obligation to serve their lord in 
time of conflict, and the lord's obligation to reward their service with 
land or rice, which they depended upon for their existence. Many samu
rai films deal with samurai who are in the employ of their lords, and 
many others deal with the ronin, or unemployed, samurai; but in either 
case samurai behavior is clearly prescribed by custom and constrained 
by the class hierarchy. Even when a samurai had fallen from his re
spected position in society, an implicit comparison with the prescribed 
codes of the class might be made: much of the humor of Y 6jimb6 and 
Sanjur6 depends on the distance between Mifune's shaggy, dirty, self
interested ronin and the warrior idea1.66 

By contrast, the mythological appeal of the American West was pre
cisely its supposed classlessness: it was the region where failed Eastern
ers or oppressed Europeans could find the space and the opportunity to 
build a new society free of the political and economic corruptions of the 
old world. Drawing on this mythology, Westerns are implicit celebra
tions of the building of civilization, dramatizing a future full of promise 
and optimism (My Darling Clementine, Red River, Shane, Once Upon a 
Time in the West) . Either that, or they dramatize the collapse of the myth, 
the closing of the land and of the opportunities that it promised (The 

Wild Bunch, McCabe and Mrs. Miller). Westerns portray society as em
bodying the progressive unfolding of history, or they bitterly attack it for 
failing to do better. The logic of these portrayals depends on the gun
fighter as a catalyst, a character free of ties to the past, obligated to no one, 
and thereby able to help usher in the golden future or, because of his 
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"pure" isolation, able to bring down violently the old order. In either 
case, his actions are purifying and have an explicit social function. The 
gunfighter, because of his isolation, is able to exercise choice. He may 
have to ride off into the mountains at the end, as in Shane, but his deci
sion to intervene in the action has historically progressive consequences .  
It may, for example, permit the safe growth of a town in a formerly vio
lent region. Nihilism is rarely the Western's reply to history and society. 

By contrast, a nihilist response is a possibility for samurai films (or 
else the films will uncritically celebrate the glories of fulfilling samurai 
duty, as in the cycle of films about the loyal forty-seven ronin who stoi
cally endured all sorts of indignities in order to avenge the honor of their 
lord) because the samurai's actions are ferociously constrained by giri, 
the social codes of obligation. In his discussion of subgenres of the samu
rai film, Desser points out that nihilism or fatalism suffuses several of 
these subgenres. 67 Films like Kobayashi's Hara-Kiri and Samurai Rebel
lion rely "heavily upon the juxtaposition of a trapped individual exist
ing within a rigid social structure."68 These films by Kobayashi ruth
lessly reduce the range of the samurai hero's choices until the only one 
left him is a lonely death, after which, in Hara-Kiri ,  his very existence is 
obliterated from the historical records. Peckinpah did something similar 
in The Wild  Bunch, foreclosing the options his outlaws faced, except 
that he allowed them to die fighting together, affirming the bonds of 
friendship , and, in the final images,  he permitted them to live on in folk
lore and song.69 Only in Sergio Leone's Westerns , and in those he in
spired,  has a nihilist response been evident, but Leone derived his cycle 
of films from Japanese samurai films, specifically Kurosawa's Y6jimb6. 

While Westerns celebrate in the gunfighter the isolationist and individu
alist components of American culture, the space for such an individual 
in medieval Japanese culture was far more problematic. The nihilism of 
a film like Hara-Kiri is  the response to unyielding historical and cultural 
patterns. The gunfighter rides away at the end of Westerns because, to 
American culture, this is the essence of freedom: the ability to shed so
cial ties and move on. The samurai hero has a harder time doing this. The 
codes of giri are everywhere and have constituted his identity. Thus, 
violence in samurai films (e.g., in Y6jimb6 or in Hara-Kiri) may be por
trayed as impotent and futile. By contrast, Westerns define violence as 
necessary for social progress. 

Westerns and samurai films are structural expressions of differing cul
tural perceptions of what constitutes the social self. The gunfighter is 
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skilled and pure in his isolation from society, while the samurai may be 
diminished or destroyed when attempting to escape the constraints of 
social obligation.70 Thus,  Kurosawa cannot simply make Westerns ,  since 
the social perceptions and the national tradition that they express are 
quite foreign. He cannot simply translate them into a Japanese context, 
no more than John Sturges and his crew could translate Kurosawa's 
seven samurai into gunfighters. The generic codes of Westerns and sam
urai films do not freely circulate from one genre to the other. Instead, 
what Kurosawa has said about Westerns is quite different and instruc
tive: "Westerns have been done over and over again and in the process a 
kind of grammar has evolved. 1 have learned from this grammar of the 
Western."71 

This statement is provocative. It indicates that what Kurosawa found 
useful in Westerns was not their content but certain syntactic features. 
Rather than borrowing at the level of content, rather than telling stories 
about gunfighters with swords, Kurosawa may have found the Western's 
syntax of movement and framing to be of value. The Western 's ability to 
integrate figure and landscape in a long shot in ways that describe rela
tions between humans and their environment, and its tendency to treat 
the landscape as a morally symbolic terrain such that the land itself be
comes a character in the films, would certainly resonate in a culture like 
Japan's ,  where traditions of nature veneration are very old. Kurosawa's 
films partake of these traditions and treat the physical environment in a 
highly active way: rain and wind are passionate indices of human char
acter in his work. The symbolic structure of such films as Rashomon 
and Red Beard is built around the weather and the seasons. This is quite 
consistent with Japanese aesthetic tradition, where each of the seasons 
had its own affective properties , where the performance of particular 
Noh plays was correlated with appropriate seasons, and where one of 
the rules of good haiku composition was that it contain a seasonal 
reference. 72 

In addition to the almost animistic treatment of landscape in the West
ern, the genre has another characteristic of relevance to Kurosawa. It 
takes as one of its subjects cinematic properties of movement. The narra
tives frequently assume the form of journeys , where travel by horse 
across the frame accentuates the boundaries of the screen, and in 'scope 
films the flatness of the image. By panning to follow a moving horseman, 
strongly lateral patterns of movement may be established. As we will see, 
Kurosawa displays in his work a profound affection for this type of 
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movement:  lateral motion across the frame is one of the visual signatures 
of his cinema. But, in addition, Kurosawa is deeply interested in study
ing the variables of movement on screen, and much of his film style is 
comprehensible as an effort to emphasize the experience of kinesis. His 
favored choice of lenses of long focal length is particularly governed by 
this interest in emphasizing the dynamics of motion on screen. Kuro
sawa brings an almost analytic interest to bear on his organization of 
lenses, camera, and object movement, an interest in exploring the mo
tion-enhancing capabilities of differing combinations of these elements. 
As a genre that exploits cinematic properties of motion and relates them 
to the coordinates of the frame, the Western is a compelling genre for 
Kurosawa to study. But this study has occurred primarily at the level of 
form, of "grammar," and not of content. 

Kurosawa studied the Western as a visual form, much as he studied 
the prints of Hokusai and the paintings of Van Gogh, and he found sym
pathy with those elements that fit his own cultural experience and cine
matic interests. In this he remained a thoroughly Japanese filmmaker. 
Kurosawa himself has made this point. "I don't think I'm Western at all . 
I don't understand how I could have that reputation. I feel that among 
Japanese directors today I must be the most Japanese."73 

In addition ,  there is ample evidence that Kurosawa has been at least as 
influential upon American Westerns (and American films) as they have 
been upon him. Obvious examples are John Sturges (The Magnificent 
Seven ) ,  Sam Peckinpah, and George Lucas.74 Though Sergio Leone is Ital

ian, his visual style is strikingly indebted to Kurosawa (from the sinu
ously tracking camera to the use of wind and dust as visual signs of dra
matic tension) , and Kurosawa's influence found its way back to the 
American cinema by way of Leone. A Fistful of Dollars initiated a cycle 
of American Westerns modeled on their Italian cousins.75 (It is worth 
pointing out, however, that Leone would go on to transcend the Kuro
sawa influence. Once Upon a Time in the West is a magnificent creation 
and one of the best of all Westerns.)  

In summing u p ,  then,  an important point to make when considering 
the vexed and probably unanswerable question of which way the influ
ences go between Kurosawa and the American cinema is that Kurosawa's 
cinematic references , the heritage that he has drawn from and enjoyed, 
are extraordinarily diverse. They include John Ford and Westerns but go 
considerably beyond these. For example, he has repeatedly cited the si
lent cinema as a source of inspiration: 
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3.  The i nfluence of Kurosawa: d i rect remakes as i n  The Magnificent Seven 
( 1 960), freely adapted from Seven Samurai. (Museum of Modern Art/F i l m  St i l ls 
Archive) 

frequently, in conversation, people have pointed out to me that 
a particular scene in one of my films reminds them of something 
as far back as the silent fil m  era. When I'm told this, I suddenly 
realize that it  may be true, because I've seen many films that I 
admired very much-and the ones I l ike stay with me in my 
subconscious and perhaps I have some kind of impu lse to recre
ate the same impression when I make my own films.76 

I l ike silent pictures and always have. They are often so much 
more beautiful than sound pictures are. Perhaps they have to 
be.77 

Moreover, Kurosawa i ndicates that his cinematic tastes (and debts) 
range globally. In the autobiography, he l ists close to 100 films that im
pressed him during his youth and adolescence, and it is a very eclectic 
list, ranging from works by Griffith,  Chaplin, and Stroheim to works by 
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4.  and 5.  The influence o f  Kurosawa: lessons i n  wide-screen composit ion and 
the sty l ization of v iolence. (Top) Peckinpah's warriors stoical ly meet their end in 
The Wild Bunch. (Bottom) Frank (Henry Fonda) confronts Harmonica (Charles 
Bronson) in Sergio Leone's Once Upon a Time in the West. (Museum of Modern 
Art/F i lm St i l ls Archive) 
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Victor Sjostrom, Lupu Pick, and Daisuke Ito. Given Kurosawa's fondness 
for the moving camera, Murnau, not surprisingly, figures in the refer
ences . More important, so does Sergei Eisenstein. Not only would Kuro
sawa include an homage to The Battleship Potemkin in The Hidden For
tress (the spectacular massing of the crowd on the castle stairs) ,  but much 
of his work may be regarded as an attempt to work out and extend the 
implications of Eisenstein's theory and practice of montage. Noel Burch 
has noticed this and written that Kurosawa "may be regarded as the di
rect heir of Eisenstein in so far as he returned the shot-change to its true 
function as a visible, avowed parameter of filmic discourse."78 A quick 
glance at these references clearly indicates the richness of the cinematic 
culture from which Kurosawa has been nourished/9 Kurosawa has never 
exhibited any of the "anxiety of influence" that one would expect from 
a filmmaker conscious of working from the forms and traditions of an
other. �nstead, he very quickly found his own voice in film and dis
played his own stylistic synthesis of fluid camera movement and mon
tage cutting. 

With these considerations in mind, then, how might Kurosawa's work 
be contextualized? What are the issues that it addresses? How may his 
style be accounted for in all its contradictions, its tempestuousness and 
passion, as a response to Japan and the Japanese, for whom Kurosawa has 
said he really makes his movies? 

Kurosawa himself has provided clues. He has spoken of the peculi
arities of the era that was formative for him and his generation: 

In the Edo period Japan was a very closed society; then in the 
Meiji era everything came rushing in from abroad at an incredi
ble rate. We all tried to absorb this as quickly as possible-west
ern literature, painting, music, art. So it's all part of my make-up 
and comes to the surface very naturally.80 

as I was growing up, my education-as that of most people of 
my generation-compared to younger people today, covered a 
broader span: Shakespeare, Balzac, Russian literature. It's quite 
natural that my education would manifest itself later in my 
work.8! 

Kurosawa was born in 1 9 1 0 ,  and his life spans the tail end of the Meiji 
period, the era of interwar social protest, the war years of intense nation
alism and anti-Westernism, and Japan's postwar period of rapid eco-
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nomic growth. His life , therefore, is virtually consonant with twentieth
century Japanese h istory. Moreover, these were periods that posed ques
tions about Japanese i dentity in especially acute terms. Born at the very 
end of the Meiji period, Kurosawa would, in his art, grapple with the 
fundamental challenge posed by this period: the relation between Japan 
and the West, specifically the tensions between Japanese cultural iden
tity and economic and political modernization. For the Meiji period 
( 1 868-1912 )  saw Japan embarking on an ambitious program of social, 
economic, and political development. This was presaged by a challenge 
from the West in the form of Admiral Perry's gunboats. Japan's answer 
was a program of rapid modernization coupled with explicit study and 
borrowing from the West. From a parliamentary government replete with 
a constitution, to telephone and train lines, a postal service, and devel
oping industrial capacities, the accoutrements of the modern Western 
world were swiftly adopted. But such a program could not be separated 
from a sometimes powerful anxiety about whether Japan would cease to 
be Japan. In an account of the travels of the Iwakura embassy, Eugene 
Soviak remarks that the problem confronting the Meiji modernizers was 
the dilemma of whether it was possible "to transplant Western industry 
and technology without adopting the whole socia-political structure and 
value system of the West.

, ,
62 

John Whitney Hall has pointed out that among the challenges posed 
by modernism for those Japanese living through the changes was a di
lemma of meaning. Because of a historical congruence between modern
ization and Westernization, sensitive Japanese were led to a project of 
studying the West in an effort to fathom its "meaning" and the secrets of 
its development and apparent civilization (though to other Japanese, the 
Westerners were simply barbarians) .  "The assumption that moderniza
tion in Japan was equivalent to Westernization has tended to direct the 
search for [the] definition of modernization among Japanese toward the 
task of finding 'meaning' in Western civilization."63 Modernism posed a 
" problem of meaning" for many Japanese passing through its swiftly 
moving currents.64 There were fears that Japan would lose its identity in 
a "flood of Westernization," and in some quarters there was a backlash 
against Western culture by the 1 880s.85 Carol Gluck quotes an editorial 
by Katsunan Kuga in the late Meiji period that is indicative of these fears : 
"not only is our national autonomy impaired but foreign influence 
threatens to rush in and buffet our island country about until our man
ners and customs, our institutions and civilization, our historical spirit, 
even our national spirit are swept away."66 
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Several scholars have suggested that generational differences pre
vailed among the responses of Japanese to the force of the new and the 
novelty of the West.B? In his account of Japan's early student radicals, 
Henry DeWitt Smith suggests that, after 1 868,  young Japanese displayed 
shifting commitments to issues of national integrity and strength, to a 
fascination with self-centered introspection or, by the 1920s, to a con
cern for social problems that led many to Marxism.B8 In a discussion of 
the historian Saburo Ienaga, Robert Bellah points to Ienaga 's perception 
of generational differences in the responses to the new changes in Japan. 
" [TJhe generation of the great enlighteners grew up in Tokugawa times. 
Those men all came to know who they were when the traditional order 
was intact." For the next generation, however, "modernization implied 
the ' spiritual breakdown' which [the novelist] Natsume Soseki spoke of 
as following the impact of Western culture."B9 Whether, and to what ex
tent, historical vicissitudes are realized in recognizably distinct person
ality types is probably an unresolvable issue. The salient point, however, 
is that for some Japanese the changes that beset the nation during and 
after the Meiji period could be experienced in intensely personal, exis
tential terms. 

This period did not have to be, in actuality, historically discontinuous 
with preceding eras to be experienced as such. In a discussion of Japan's 
apparently radical political and social realignment during the Allied Oc
cupation following World War II, Robert Ward points to the Meiji era as 
a time that appears similarly discontinuous with what preceded it. 
"These seem to be years when enormous and highly discontinuous 
changes of an institutional and behavioral sort are compressed into very 
short periods of historical time."90 But, contra Foucault, he cautions 
against overvaluing the discontinuous in history, maintaining that in 
both cases-Meiji Japan and the Occupation years-what seems so novel 
was in many cases prepared for by the developments of earlier eras. " In 
the light of recent scholarship the Restoration has not turned out to rep
resent so abrupt a break with the institutions, values, and behavior of the 
past . . .  history affords few, if any, examples of real watersheds of that 
sort."91 Marius Jansen and other scholars have pointed out that the Meiji 
leaders were enacting a dynamic of change that had its roots in the 
Tokugawa era and earlier.92 

The diachronic view available to the historian, however, may not be 
the same as the necessarily limited synchronic perspective of the in di
vidual subject to, and living out, a specific history. Jansen points out that 
the problem of cultural reintegration, which followed in the wake of 
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modernity, "was seen less as one of modern vs. tradition, as it was in the 
West, than of modern vs. Japan; a generation that asked itself whether it 
was Japanese or modern, Japanese or Christian, experienced a special 
kind of loneliness and uncertainty."93 Kurosawa's remarks quoted ear
lier, about how natural a part of his character is the coexistence of East 
and West, would seem to belie what has just been suggested about the 
individual 's experience of apparently sudden historical change. If one 
looks at the films and reconstructs their signs, however, rather than fo
cusing on Kurosawa's claims about his own personality , then abundant 
evidence emerges of an aesthetic sensibility that prizes discontinuity, 
shock, and the apocalyptic. Kurosawa's generation was one for which 
the West contained special meaning, and if he has negotiated in his per
sonal life a harmony between East and West, the films tell a different 
story. There, narratives abound of social collapse, of psychic crisis, of 
worlds shaken to bits by social , cultural , and economic conflicts. As 
Keiko McDonald has noted, Kurosawa's films "begin with an acute 
awareness of a fragmented world. " 94 Throughout it all-in the form of 
jazz, neon lights, nightclubs,  striptease shows, and, in the period films, 
the deadly firearms-the shadow of the West and the signs of its impact 
are everywhere and are viewed with an ambivalence that is profound 
and constitutes the motor of the narratives. 

John Whitney Hall has remarked that, in searching for the meaning of 
the West, each generation of Japanese laboring under its impact has had 
differing sensitivities about the significance of Western culture .95 As 
Japan itself changed and developed, "Western culture" acted as a multi
dimensional category, a dynamic, multivalent signifier. Herbert Passin 
pointed out that it never signified only one range of meaning but was 
shifting through the varying perceptions of differing observers and gen
erations, constructed and reconstructed as a social category to suit "felt 
needs" ;  

I f  it is never the same "Japan" in contact with the West , nei
ther is it the same West. "The West" is not and has never been 
univocal . It has always offered a range. Sometimes the West has 
meant liberalism and individualism, sometimes German conser
vative philosophy; . . .  What ultimately comes to be selected de
pends upon an intricate dialectic between felt needs at particu
lar times , what was available in the West, and the particular 
West to which people were responding.90 
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Engaged in a generational search for meaning, carried out through his 
aesthetic forms, Kurosawa would come to construct the West in his own 
manner: visually, by defining a particular stylistic relationship with the 
Hollywood cinema; narratively, by shaping plot so that social crises are 
portrayed as opening up a range of choice to, and thereby defining, the 
autonomous individual; and socially, by borrowing ideals of individual
ism and economic democracy from Western social thought and the re
forms of the Occupation. In responding to the challenge of meaning 
posed by the West, and in constructing a version of the West as well as of 
"Japaneseness," Kurosawa was certainly not alone. ShDichi Kata has de
scribed such Japanese novelists as Mori Ggai and Natsume Saseki as 
"creators from cultural confrontation,""7 transforming the impact of East 
and West into a creative force, while,  in his essays on Saseki and Kafu 
Nagai, Donald Keene has pointed to the importance of their ambivalence 
in choosing between East and West, and to occasional revisions of 
choice, as a tension fueling aesthetic form.98 More recently, David 
Bordwell has suggested that Ozu's films can be viewed as reflections of 
and meditations upon "the broken promises of Meiji ," that is, the notion 
"that Japan could modernize without suffering a dislocation of what 
were defined as its central traditions."9g 

Like the work of these other artists, Kurosawa's cinema addresses the 
themes of modernity in the Japanese experience. His films convert them 
into felt challenges of individual conscience by telling stories of strong 
protagonists grappling with the social ills of a developing nation and the 
modern order: poverty, disease, industrial and political corruption, fear 
of the bomb. As Jansen has pointed out, these dilemmas "combine to 
make more complex the search for autonomy of personality and freedom 
of choice."'°o Kurosawa's cinema is powerfully resonant because it clari
fies the stakes of this search and so directly, and poignantly, exhibits the 
probability of its failure. 

Considering possible relationships between an artist's chosen style 
and a given historical moment, Shuichi Kata has remarked that style 
ought to be understood as an emblem of the artist's times. 101 Also con
cerned with the social grounding of aesthetic forms ,  the film scholar 
Tadao Sat6 has noted that the cinema is especially sensitive to the cross
currents of an era: "Japan had cast off feudalism to embrace modern
ism with such haste and vigor that repercussions of the battle be
tween old and new were being felt at all levels of society. However, 
as the movements in the film world have been the most active and 
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lively, it is through film that we will witness the clearest tremors of 
that battle.",02 

Indeed ,  in Kurosawa's films we witness tremors of great magnitude 
that have one of their roots in anxieties about the dynamics of social 
change, anxieties left as a legacy of Meiji and which continued to be felt 
throughout the succeeding Taisho era.103 Would a program of develop
ment necessarily unleash an uncontrollable cultural process that would 
forever transform the tiny island nation? Gluck maintains that "the late 
Meiji rendition of modernity" as a potentially negative and divisive con
dition, threatening to established traditions and social orders (e.g. , 
breeding labor unrest, threatening the peasantry's ties to the land) "was, 
until 1945,  the authoritative one."104 George Wilson, discussing the crisis 
atmosphere that prevailed among political circles in the 1930s, points to 
a fear that, as was perceived to have happened during the Meiji Restora
tion, social conflict and change, once let loose, could potentially sweep 
the state away and realign the course of Japan's development.105 

A caveat is in order. Development has a dark side, yet Japan has been 
remarkably successful in charting and realizing a course of rapid social 
and economic development, and many scholars have pointed with pride 
to the nation's accomplishments in creating a reasonably democratic 
state capable of responding to redress social injustice and the grievances 
of its citizens. 106 Nevertheless, while recognition of Japan's very real so
cial and economic successes is in order, when studying the films of 
Kurosawa, it is necessary to point to the ambiguous legacy of moderniza
tion. Jansen suggests that along with an abundance of material goods and 
an improvement in living standards come other developments that are 
not strictly directed toward " progress in the sense of better and happier 
lives . . . .  Violence, uneasiness ,  and unhappiness have everywhere been 
the companions of modernization processes. Everywhere there is a con
sciousness of a loss of values, a search for reintegration with new 
groups."I07 Kurosawa's cinema is extraordinarily responsive to these am
biguities of development and to the contradictions between social recov
ery from the war and official policies of rapid economic growth on the 
one hand,  and on the other, continued inequities of wealth, low living 
standards for some, and a system of big business that has not tradition
ally been responsive to citizens' grievances. lOB His cinema is profoundly 
contradictory in its formal design and discourse and, to this extent. 
Kurosawa himself should not be regarded as a transcendent author. He 
may, in fact, be viewed as yet another text, formed like his films by the 
strains of an unfolding social process. This conclusion is bolstered by a 
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reading of his autobiography, a text in which Kurosawa creates himself 
as text by constructing his life as a story and the films as a part of that 
story. What most impresses one from a reading of this account is the 
degree to which Kurosawa emerges as one of his own characters and the 
story of his life as a film he might have made. I discuss this later in more 
detail, but the point here is that the structural design of Kurosawa's cin
ema, more than that of many other directors, is one that is highly charged 
by formal, thematic, and narrational ambiguities and tensions. This is  
what David Desser alluded to when he referred to Kurosawa as a " dialec
tical filmmaker."109 

The design of Kurosawa's cinema, and its response to felt problems of 
cultural identity, needs to be regarded as a dynamic one: as a process 
marked by tensions , by achievements and setbacks, rather than as a con
sistent, and therefore static, system of themes and forms. Organized by a 
social conception that accords great value to the autonomous individual, 
these forms are charged with ideological value. The narrative design of 
the films and the unfolding of their visual codes are shaped by a central, 
organizing problematic. Kurosawa's films form a series of inquiries on 
the place and the possibilities of the autonomous self within a culture 
whose social relations stress group ties and obligations. 

Differing views prevail about the significance and the strength of these 
group ties . Some go so far as to suggest that because Japanese social insti
tutions seem so hierarchical and group-oriented,  the social space resting 
on the family as foundation and the emperor and state as "capstone," 
conformity to social dictates is an ever-present tendency, even a threat to 
democractic life.lIo In this view, group-derived norms centered about the 
family, clan, village, and emperor seem to swallow up the individual. 
Pointing to the antecedents of such a condition, Takeo Yazaki has re
marked that "In Edo society one could not observe any emerging freedom 
of the individual based on the rising power of the people from the bot
tom. There was lacking among the people any strong critical spirit or 
thought pattern based on respect for individual worth."111 

By contrast, in his discussion of the construction of the Japanese self, 
Robert Smith strongly disagrees with such conclusions. He points out 
that " it is frequently taken by foreign and Japanese observers alike that 
the ultimate goal of the individual is the complete suppression of the self 
or, more drastically, that the Japanese have no sense of the self at all.  The 
conclusion does not follow."112 Other observers, even if seeming to sub
scribe to the view of Japanese society as rigidly hierarchical, have 
pointed to the existence of a tradition of rebellion throughout Japanese 
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history, a tradition that celebrates nonconformity and the rejection of 
authority. 

[W]hile the formal organization of Japanese society and the offi
cial norms of social behavior have been rigidly hierarchical and 
authoritarian, there has paradoxically always been a tacit accep
tance, or sometimes even an open idealization, of certain trends 
which were in apparent opposition to the official norm. Thus, in 
Japanese social history there has been a tradition of glorifying 
such trends as the defense of their own rights by dissident 
groups,  defiance of authority, individual action, and open per
sonal achievement.113  

Kurosawa's films, with their strong, rebellious protagonists and their 
visual style that celebrates excesses and transgressions , clearly belong to 
this latter tradition. They caution against resignation in the face of social 
oppression and offer heroes whose rebelliousness is meant as a role 
model for the audience. In developing the terms of these portrayals, 
Kurosawa clearly drew upon his own cultural heritage of agrarian upris
ings , rebellious armed monks, and the strong samurai personalities of 
legend and folklore. Moreover, an ethic of individualism had begun to 
take root in late Meiji Japan. By the Taisho era, H. D. Harootunian writes, 
Meiji ideals of public dedication and self-sacrificing service had to ac
commodate a new ethic of success that honored the individual, that val
orized "the pursuit of the self alone in the private interest, a self no 
longer limited by concerns for family name or honoring one's native 
place."114 As is well known, the arts reflected these shifts. Soseki and 
other novelists, for example, began to explore the coordinates of this 
inner, individualized experience. 

Is the individualism of Kurosawa's characters primarily Japanese or 
Western? It is difficult to say in any definitive way. As noted, clear cul
tural precedents existed for the kind of rebellious heroes who would 
populate Kurosawa's cinema. It is also important to note, however, that 
when he began to work, it was under the constraints of war, when Impe
rial i deology was officially dominant, and subsequently under the Allied 
Occupation, when ideals of democracy and individualism gained re
newed currency, this time by way of the West. It seems certain that, in 
this context, Western individualism furnished an ideological example. 
As I suggest in a later chapter, Kurosawa also drew from this influence, 
from the Western tradition where the autonomous individual is ac-
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6. Kurosawa directs Tosh i ro Mifune (seated) on the set of High and Low. 
(Museum of Modern ArUF i lm Sti l l s  Arch ive) 

corded a discrete place in the social arena, a positioning that is less 
problematic than in Japanese culture. The wave of political repression 
and assassinations in the 1 930s, when a virulent form of militarism 
cowed intellectuals and the Left with violent dreams of expanding em
pire and service unto death in honor of em peror and nation , demon
strated for Kurosawa the need for such an experiment at cross-cultural 
fertilization.ll5 "The Japanese see self-assertion as immoral and self
sacrifice as the sensible course to take in life," Kurosawa has said.1 16  
Referring to the chaotic condition of Japan's culture and economy imme
diately following the second world war, Kurosawa remarked, "I believed 
at that time that for Japan to recover it was necessary to place a high value 
on the self. I still believe this."117 In his autobiography, he repeated his 
commitment, reiterating the terms of his own distinctive construction of 
the West for Japan: " I  felt that without the establishment of the self as a 
positive value there could be no freedom and no democracy."118 

Through his cinema, Kurosawa has attempted to establish the autono
mous self as a positive value, but to do this he had to construct a model 
that was counter to dominant cultural pract ices. As Smith has pointed 
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out, Japanese culture has constructed an awareness of self that is quite 
c learly marked and that might be termed an " interactionist" one, 
whereby self and social groupings exist only in relation to each other. "A 
person is invariably identified as acting in some kind of human relation
ship , never autonomously . . . .  [B]oth self and other can be expressed 
only in relational terms."119 Smith quotes Christie Kiefer's observation 
that the Japanese regard outward role demands as "the really important 
center of the self" and include within the boundaries of the concept of 
self "much of the quality of the intimate social groups [e.g. , the family or 
work associates with whom one is expected to spend a great deal of so
cial time] of which the individual is a member."12o By contrast, Kiefer 
remarks, Americans' sense of self seems to "stop at the skin." Kurosawa's 
radical gesture is to substitute a variant ideological conception of the self 
as an independent consciousness, bounded by its own imperatives, 
heedless ,  even defiant, of outward role demands.l2l Kurosawa's heroes 
are severed from these intimate social groupings. Even if they have a 
family, they often struggle alone. By necessity, given a cultural context of 
interactionist, relational identities, the temerity of Kurosawa's gesture 
must couple the supremacy of the heroes' quest with a concomitant lone
liness and anguish.122 

The films that have resulted from this experiment form an extraor
dinarily rich cultural dialogue addressing their immediate moment: re
covery from the second world war and the projection of a future course 
of cultural development. As such, these are implicitly, and very often 
quite explicitly, political films. Kurosawa himself, however, denies that 
politics figures in his films in any direct or conscious manner. In an 
interview in 1965 ,  he was asked if he considered himself a committed 
filmmaker, and he replied :  "Absolutely not. People may think I am from 
watching my works, but that is the opinion of critics who judge a film 
right afterwards. My commitment is not deliberate or conscious. It's 
never the result of a decision. Politics is very important for me, but more 
as a private man . . .  and not as a director."123 Politics for the private man, 
not the director.124 Kurosawa would have us believe this , yet his films 
speak another voice. They have addressed such topics as black-market 
criminality, government and corporate corruption, the partnership be
tween political officials and gangsters , the inequities of wealth in con
temporary Japan, the problem of nuclear weapons, and so on. These are 
not the subjects of a filmmaker indifferent to politics. Kurosawa himself 
has observed that if films lack topicality, they are also without mean
ing.125 In fact, if we read his words closely, it becomes clear that what he 
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is rejecting is not a committed cinema but the cine-tract, the film that 
exists only to advance an ideological position and that is ultimately re
ducible to it. Suspicious of ideology, Kurosawa stresses that the respon
sibility toward the world that he feels as a filmmaker enters his films 
unobtrusively: "Of course, I'm concerned with the moral responsibility 
of a creator, but without expressing it in such an obvious way. This feel
ing of responsibility developed in me through being a Japanese and a 
man. Without my being aware of it, it penetrates my films."126 

As these remarks might indicate, Kurosawa's cinema is deeply am
bivalent in its social role, unsure how far that responsibility should carry 
it. This ambivalence will create innumerable problems for the films in 
their attempts to visualize the social challenges of the postwar era and 
will generate the formal contradictions and dialectical tensions studied 
in the chapters to corne. What happens to a political cinema that is not 
always explicit about its intentions and roles and that refuses to look 
closely at its own ideological nature? In many ways, this is the central 
question of the book. Kurosawa would never interrogate form in the self
conscious manner of Oshima, Brecht, or Godard, but he clearly demon
strated the same commitment to his own time and culture as they did.  
We can,  therefore, learn a lot about the efficacy of political art from his 
cinema and especially from the fate of his experiment. For by the late 
1960s, he was engulfed by an internal crisis that had been developing in 
his work for many years. What lends the films their richness and consti
tutes their historical value is that Kurosawa's attempt at a cultural syn
thesis did not succeed, and that failure is significant because, in addition 
to being full of pathos, it clarifies the limitations of a particular kind of 
political filmmaking and, more generally, the dilemma of the artist who 
seeks to use art to make history. 
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2 The Dialectics of Style 

Pattern is essen-

tially something 

formal and non-

intellectual. 

-Robert Treat 

Paine' 

Kurosawa trained as a painter, but fortune did not 
permit him to work at that vocation. He and his 
family were too poor. paint was too expensive, and 
he began to have doubts about his ability to support 
himself in that calling. Besides. he reports a reluc
tance to submit himself to the academic training 
required by art school, preferring instead the freer 
style of the Impressionists and Postimpression
ists. Kurosawa relinquished his plans to become a 
painter and, instead, "set out on a winding path 
beset by wind and snow."2 It would not, however. 
entail a complete abandoning of his love for paint
ing. The interest would persist to infuse his film
making, which, while not "painterly" in an overt 
manner, as are some films by Carl Dreyer and Jean 
Renoir, would nevertheless exhibit a love for the 
"rich and expansive visual image.") This,  perhaps. 
is one of the reasons for Kurosawa's fondness for 
the silent cinema: its exclusive reliance on imagery. 
Rashomon was planned as an experiment in recov
ering the aesthetics of the silent cinema, the loss 
of which during the sound era Kurosawa had re
gretted. As a fi lmmaker, he had found a dynamic 
medium for exercising and developing his gifts for 
creating the potent image. And ,  as it turned out. he 
was able to keep on painting. He visualized both 
Kagemusha and Ran as paintings at a time when he 
did not believe he would ever get to make the films. 

Unable to devote himself completely to paint
ing, Kurosawa was led to explorations of literature. 
music ,  and theater, and eventually toward pros
pects for real employment. He answered an ad
vertisement from the P.C.L. (Photo Chemical Lab
oratory) in 1 9 3 5 ,  through which P.c.L. hoped to 
acquire a roster of new assistant directors. Each 
candidate had to submit a written essay, and, in 
l ight of subsequent developments, the topic was 
ironic. The candidates were to write on the funda
mental deficiencies of the Japanese film industry 
and suggest ways to remedy them. In later years. 



T H E  D I A L E  C T I C  S o F S T Y  L E 

Kurosawa was to become intimately familiar with a host of these funda
mental deficiencies, but with the exuberance of youth, he approached 
the assignment with humor and verve. Reflecting that fundamental prob
lems could not be cured,  he nonetheless submitted an essay that earned 
him an interview at the studio. The interview resulted in an additional 
essay, more interviews , and a job offer. 

Once at P.c.L. , he was assigned to a production unit headed by the 
director Kajiro Yamamoto, who would become his mentor during the 
years of training. Kurosawa quickly made himself indispensable to Ya
mamoto and gained experience with virtually all facets of filmmaking, 
from screenwriting and editing to carpentry on the sets. In part this was 
P.c .L. policy, but Kurosawa found the thorough training invaluable. 
" Unless you know every aspect and phase of the film-production proc
ess , you can't be a movie director. A movie director is like a front-line 
commanding officer. He needs a thorough knowledge of every branch of 
the service, and if he doesn 't command each division, he cannot com
mand the whole."4 

In the years before his tenure at P.c.L. , Kurosawa had been vocation
ally unfocused, and in his autobiography he reports having suffered from 
anxiety about a future that seemed uncertain and without direction. But 
from the time he joined the Yamamoto unit, the doubts lifted and the 
direction appeared. Kurosawa gives this account of his realization that 
the cinema was to be his future. It is framed in terms that tell us a great 
deal about the nature of his films: 

The work in the Yamamoto "group" was fun. I didn't want to 
work for anyone else after that. It was like the wind in a moun
tain pass blowing across my face. By this I mean that wonder
fully refreshing wind you feel after a painfully hard climb. The 
breath of that wind tells you you are reaching the pass.  Then you 
stand in the pass and look down over the panorama it opens up. 
When I stood behind Yama-san in his director's chair next to the 
camera, I felt my heart swell with that same feeling-"I 've made 
it at last ."  The work he was doing was the kind that I really 
wanted to do. I was standing in the mountain pass, and the view 
that opened up before me on the other side revealed a single 
straight road.5 

This is one of many passages in the autobiography where one feels 
Kurosawa is a character from one of his films. Watanabe, Kambei, Na-
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kajima, all Kurosawa's heroes live life as if it were stretching before them 
as a sharply defined road. In order to get to that road, they are all sub
jected to a " hard climb,"  to many ordeals, but once the way is glimpsed , 
they do not deviate. It is instructive that Kurosawa has framed his mo
ment of enlightenment in these terms. He has found his calling, and it is 
expressed as a Way. In Japanese culture, the Way is an orientation found 
within both religion and art. It signifies, in general terms, persistent 
devotion and hard work dedicated to mastering the secrets of a disci
pline. Ninth-century Buddhist monks of the Tendai sect, for example, 
were to remain secluded in Mt. Hiei for twelve years, meditating and 
mastering their discipline before becoming qualified as moral leaders.6 

Working from the influence of Zen Buddhism, Zeami-the medieval the
orist of Noh drama, for which Kurosawa professes a great admiration7-
conceived of Noh as a profoundly demanding discipline whose aspirants 
should " show a total dedication to the path of no."B 

Morning and night alike, and in all the activities of daily life, an 
actor must never abandon his concentration, and he must retain 
his resolve. Thus , if without ever slackening, he manages to in
crease his skills ,  his art of the no will grow ever greater.9 

If an actor really wishes to master the no , he must set aside all 
other pursuits and truly give his whole soul to our art; then, as 
his learning increases and his experience grows, he will grad
ually of himself reach a level of awareness and so come to under
stand the no.'0 

In his analysis of Japanese society, Robert Smith points out that strict 
dedication and training to achieve disciplined ends in, for example, art 
or the professions is strongly emphasized throughout the social order. It 
is a quality of the general social ethos. "At all levels of Japanese society. 
one finds marked interest in the development of what is called seishin, 
'spirit.' " 1 1  The harder the training one endures, the more developed 
one's character becomes . Endurance and physical or emotional trials be
come essential to self-mastery. "The stricter and more arduous the train
ing, the more it is thought to serve the aim of constantly polishing one's 
character. Through discipline and adversity a person achieves self-de
velopment and, crucially, self-mastery."'2 

Kurosawa's characters exhibit these ideals, as does his own intense 
dedication to the perfection of his craft and art. Standing at the pass on 
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his imaginary mountain, he experienced a flash of insight with the reali
zation that cinema was to be his calling. From this moment on, he would 
be deeply committed to mastering the medium and learning its secrets. 
But this path had its rites :  those secrets were not ones that could be ver
balized. They had to be grasped sensuously. Realization of cinematic 
structure and of visual patterning had to be learned through experience 
and , once learned,  could not be communicated in words. Kurosawa's 
reluctance to talk about his films is well known. He once told Donald 
Richie that if he could have expressed the meaning of a scene in words, 
he would not have had to film it.13 Elsewhere he has remarked, " I  believe 
that you should say everything you have to say in a movie and keep quiet 
afterward."14 Responding to modern currents of film criticism, such as 
structuralism, he has objected to an oververbalization and overintellec
tualization of the medium: "They use extremely pedantic terminology. I 
do not believe in such rationalization or jargon. Film should be more 
related to human feelings, more candidly."15 

This distrust of verbal language is not unique to Kurosawa. It is typical 
of many creators who prefer not to analyze what they have done. Given, 
however, the models of instruction and education that prevail in the 
films , it might also be seen as analogous to doctrines of enlightenment 
that are centuries old and which typify practices found not only in Japan. 
The Chinese Taoist master Lao-Tzu , for example, is said to have re
marked, "Those who know do not speak, those who speak do not 
know."16 Heinrich Dumoulin observes that the doctrine of enlighten
ment in Mahayana Buddhism seems to deny the connections between 
words and their referents in favor of a policy whereby "meditation must 
avoid language."17 Zen Buddhism, for example, distrusts verbal language 
and abstract conceptualization, preferring instead the realities of con
crete experience. The master Dagen's instructions for sitting meditation 
involved banishing all desires, concepts , and judgments from the 
mind.'B D. T. Suzuki relates the story of a novice monk seeking to learn 
about Zen, impatient at his teacher's silence. " ' It is some time since I 
came here, but not a word has been given me regarding the essence of the 
Zen teaching,' " the student objected. The teacher replied, " 'When you 
bring me a cup of tea in the morning, I take it; when you serve me a meal, 
I accept it; when you bow to me, I return it with a nod. How else do you 
expect to be taught in the mental discipline of Zen?' "19 

Kurosawa's film style, then, is not an intellectualized one; it has not 
been shaped through fidelity to a previously constructed political or the
oretical position, as are films by Eisenstein, Godard, or Straub. His ap-
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proach to style has consequences for the kind of political cinema he has 
attempted to construct, and it has certainly affected the kind of audience 
he has sought to reach. Rather than aiming for a narrow community of 
viewers already committed to the theory underlying a particular film 
practice, Kurosawa has always directed his films at the broadest possible 
audience, and this constitutes a kind of ethic for him. "A film should 
appeal to sophisticated, profound-thinking people, while at the same 
time entertaining simplistic people. Even if a small circle of people enjoy 
a film ,  it will not do. A film should satisfy a wide range of people, all the 
people."2D As Kurosawa describes his work, technique is never to be used 
for its own sake. He has said he cares far more for content than for form.21 
" [T]echniques are there only to support a director's intentions. If he re
lies on techniques his original thought cannot help but be cramped. 
Techniques do not enlarge a director, they limit him and they tend to 
undermine the basic idea which should prevail."22 Yet, as we shall see, 
his is a deeply formalistic cinema that lacks entirely the kind of recessive 
visual style typical of Hollywood productions. 

Moreover, Kurosawa's stress upon the content of a film should be seen 
as a primarily ethical emphasis, concerned with the social reception and 
impact of his art, and not as evidence that his formal design is simply a 
means of visualizing a predetermined content. Unlike many Hollywood 
directors, Kurosawa does not use the camera merely to illustrate a 
screenplay. His conception of content as socially efficacious form links 
him with another twentieth-century artist, whose association with Kuro
sawa may seem, at first, surprising.23 Yet, the work of Bertolt Brecht also 
developed and was shaped by the crisis of war. Like Kurosawa, Brecht, 
too , was disturbed by the fanatical militarism of World War II. The work 
of both men can be seen as an attempt to use art to intervene progres
sively in a dark historical moment. 

Though he has eschewed the kind of radicalizing of form that Brecht's 
approach exemplifies, like the German playwright, Kurosawa was com
mitted to using his chosen medium to intervene in the world. He has also 
insisted that pleasure was the means through which he might attract and 
keep his audience. The side of Brecht that stressed the role of pleasure 
and play in theater has often been underappreciated, especially by op
positional critical approaches that place an importance on making the 
audience work toward critical understanding of a play or film.24 Brecht 
urged an attempt to find appropriate forms of entertainment for commu
nicating a materialist view of the world. Though lacking the explicitly 
Marxist politics of Brecht's theater, Kurosawa's is a cinema of profound 
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sensual pleasure, through which a consistently critical portrait of the 
social order is communicated. Brecht, however, inquired into the social 
construction of different emotional responses and sought to find new 
theatrical forms to embody a new social order with its correspondingly 
novel emotional demands. Above all, Brecht rejected a theater in which 
spectators responded to the drama in an unreflective manner. "The spec
tator was no longer in any way allowed to submit to an experience uncrit
ically (and without practical consequences) by means of simple empathy 
with the characters in a play."25 By contrast, Kurosawa's relation to the 
role of empathy is considerably more problematical. While never en
tirely abandoning an empathic cinema (hence, perhaps, a basis for his 
reputation as a " humanist") ,  Kurosawa demonstrates in many of his 
films-No Regrets for Our Youth, Ikiru, Red Beard-an awareness of the 
limitations of empathy for a socially committed cinema and a desire to 
explore modest formal mechanisms for limiting the extent to which his 
films might elicit uncritical emotional responses from their viewers. A 
useful way of understanding Kurosawa's cinema is as an exploration and 
demonstration of how far film might go in the attempt to alter society 
without, at the same time, politically radicalizing its own forms. All this, 
however, was not apparent at the onset of his career. The early films , in 
particular, demonstrate amazing formal abilities, but a validating social 
perspective had not yet been found. 

Though Kurosawa's creative approach stresses visual thought and 
communication, it is important to point out that these do not negate a 
characteristic emphasis upon scholarly research and a finely tuned 
script as the foundations of a successful film. "Reading and writing 
should become habitual ," he has said,26 and he routinely advises aspir
ing filmmakers to develop a habit of writing so that they might become 
proficient at producing screenplays. Before he was allowed to direct, 
Kurosawa used to write screenplays for money. " On location, a chief 
assistant director's work was extremely hard and busy, so I used to write 
at midnight, in bed. I could easily sell such screenplays, and make more 
than my assistant director's salary."27 He typically writes with at least 
one other screenwriter, sometimes with a group of people, so that each 
contributor might function as a kind of foil, checking the dominance of 
any one person's point of view. His small repertory group of screenwrit
ers has included Shinobu Hashimoto, Hideo Oguni ,  Ryuz6 Kikushima, 
and Eijir6 Hisaita. The characters in the script are allowed to grow and 
develop on their own. " It's less a matter of working within a defined 
structure than of letting myself be moved by the characters I 've chosen to 
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work with."28 He says he writes not from his own will but from the will 
of the characters.29 Most important, these screenplays are typically in
formed by historical research on Kurosawa's part. He has thoroughly 
studied the samurai world, which figures in many of his films. K(J
gemusha, for example, grew from his historical research on the civil wars 
of the late sixteenth century and from his fascination with the Battle of 
Nagashino and the generals Takeda Shingen and Oda Nobunaga. lO He is 
critical of most samurai films for not being more faithful to the historical 
identity of the warrior, for creating instead "the impression that the sam
urai is somebody who wears a top knot and flails his sword around." " 
Japan's past is ,  for Kurosawa, very much alive, and he is seriously inter
ested in visualizing that past in what he regards as authentic detail. Ric
hie points out that Kurosawa resents the " slipshod reconstructions" of 
the past found in ordinary period films and that he admires Mizoguchi 
because of the apparent realism of his period films.32 

With these considerations in mind regarding the general nature and 
shape of Kurosawa's cinematic design, a close exploration of its emer
gence in the early films may begin. I am concerned with isolating and 
describing those features of visual form that are central to Kurosawa's 
style and that will be elaborated and extended in the films to come. In 
order to understand these features, some comparison with the norms of 
Hollywood filmmaking will be useful. This mode of film practice is often 
referred to as the "classical" period of the American cinema, and it has 
been demarcated as extending from the late teens through the early 
1 960s.33 It will be important to indicate the central features of Kuro
sawa's style as they may be observed in the early films and how they 
differ from standard American practice.34 

Kurosawa's early work as an assistant director is evidenced by Horse 

( 1 94 1 ) ,  which deals with the struggles of a poor family and the horse 
raised and beloved by the daughter, Ine (Hideko Takamine) .  Although 
the film is a handsomely mounted and often amusing and poignant pro
duction, little of the style Kurosawa would come to develop is apparent. 
Kurosawa edited the film, and one particular sequence-the montage 
showing the frenzied horse searching the countryside for her missing 
foal-does exhibit the kinetic qualities associated with his style."5 Espe
cially interesting is the way its repetitive imagery of the horse moving in 
and out of the mist over a rough landscape foreshadows the similar, and 
more famous, montage of Washizu and Miki galloping through the fog in 
Throne of Blood. 

Kurosawa's extensive training at P.c.L. in a wide variety of production 
roles apparently prepared him well for the move from assistant director 
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7. Kaj i ro Yamamoto's Horse, on which Kurosawa served as assistant director. 
(RSfSa Presents) 

to director. His first film as d irector, Sanshiro Sugata ( 1 943) ,  demon
strates an astonishing mastery of the medium. There is none of the stylis
tic hesitation or derivativeness one sometimes finds in a first work. 
Kurosawa was employing his camera in a manner that clearly marked the 
direction he would follow in later years. As Richie has noted, Kurosawa 
here "showed fully the profile which the entire world would come to 
know."36 In many respects, the stylistic fireworks of Sanshir6 Sugoto are 

the result of a powerful and profound visual form searching for an appro
priate content. I would like to discuss the film primarily in terms of its 
formal design and of what that design reveals about Kurosawa's ap
proach to image construction. But, in doing that, I also want to consider 
how this construction relates to Kurosawa's handling of character and 
narrative. 

The film is set in 1882,  during the Meij i period, when Western influ
ences were altering the sense of what it meant to be Japanese, even to the 
extent of provoking an anti-Western backlash. As Joan Mellen has noted, 
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many of Kurosawa's films will be set in such transitional times.37 As 
indicated in the previous chapter, such times were formative for Kuro
sawa himself. A new school of combat, judo, is in competition with ju
jitsu, and as the film begins young Sanshiro Sugata (Susumu Fujita) has 
come to train with the jujitsu master Saburo Momma. Like many of Kuro
sawa's other films, this one will deal with Sanshiro's spiritual education, 
with the narrative cast in the form of a chronicle studying the stages of 
the hero's growing mastery and maturity.38 The film opens, under a 
printed title giving the era in which the story is set, with what appears to 
be an extremely conventional establishing shot showing us a Meiji street. 
Structurally, the shot (and the use of an optical title " setting" the film) 
looks as though it could have come from any Hollywood production of 
the 1 940s (except, of course, for the details of clothing and architecture). 
The camera begins high up and then cranes down, presenting a street 
scene in which various pedestrians hurry by, looking busy and pretend
ing not to notice the camera tracking down the middle of their town. As 
usual during such establishing shots, these pedestrians are signifiers of 
setting and atmosphere and tell us that the narrative, though not yet com
mencing, is about to do so. At this point, a Hollywood production would 
cut to another long or medium shot, giving us additional preliminary 
information necessary to establish the time and place of the story. 

Kurosawa, however, does not do this. Instead of cutting in additional 
establishing material, he tracks the camera down the middle of the street, 
passing gentlemen dressed in Western suits and other Japanese in tradi
tional garb, and turns the camera left, down an alley, continuing the 
track. As the camera approaches a group of singing women, an off-screen 
male voice begins to say that he has business here. Before he has fin
ished, a reverse-field cut has disclosed the speaker, Sanshiro. The cut 
has also disclosed the film's  play with our expectations. An establishing 
shot has turned into a subjective shot or, rather. has been one all along. 
presenting Meiji Japan to us as it is to Sanshiro. Our point of view as 
spectators has been developed within the same cinematic and narrative 
space occupied by Sanshiro. who steps out, as it were, from our place in 
the narrative. In many of the films to come. Kurosawa will employ his 
heroes as explicit role models for the audience. so it is worth noting the 
alignment of spectator-character viewpoint in the first shot of the first 
film. More important. however, as a structural gambit. the elision of 
point of view achieved in this shot works because, by convention. the 
first shot of a narrative film is almost never a subjective one. As David 
Bordwell points out about Hollywood narration, the opening of an Amer
ican fiction film typically features narration that is highly dense and 
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prominent. 39 Credits, dialogue, and inserts of billboards or calendars 
provide an abundance of information about time and place, and narra
tive point of view in the opening sequences is ,  as a general rule, at its 
most knowledgeable, if not omniscient. By contrast, Kurosawa has de
formed the establishing shot according to the perceptual selectivity of a 
single consciousness. What appears to be the usual omniscience of the 
early narrative voice is ,  instead, a highly restricted and restrictive point 
of view and one that is, as subsequent scenes make clear, as yet unformed 
and immature. 

Sanshiro has come to the quarters of the jujitsu master Saburo Momma, 
but he is not to become a jujitsu pupil. He accompanies Momma and his 
men to a midnight ambush of the judo instructor Shogoro Yano (Denjiro 
Okochi) .  Momma intends to teach Yano a lesson about the primacy of 
jujitsu, and this is also Sanshiro's first lesson, for instead of being igno
miniously defeated ,  Yano succeeds in tossing all Momma's men in the 
river and in subduing Momma himself. As Momma's men converge on 
Yano, Sanshiro watches with rapt fascination, but Kurcisawa does not 
merely observe the confrontation. He formalizes Sanshiro's relation to 
the combat in explicitly visual terms, and this formalization discloses a 
fascination with a particular kind of movement that will continue to be 
foregrounded in his work. 

Yano takes his position at the edge of an embankment overlooking a 
river. Momma's men face him and declare they are with the Shinmei 
school. As one of the men walks to the right, Kurosawa begins a lateral 
track to follow him, and the camera passes in turn the other six men. The 
camera continues past them and comes to rest on Sanshiro, framed 
alone, some distance from the others. Kurosawa then cuts to Yano, simi
larly framed alone, who asks the men who they are. A cut then returns us 
to the medium shot of San shiro watching Yano, and this time the camera 
begins a reverse lateral track back in the direction it has come, following 
again the first man, who has now begun walking to the left. The film then 
cuts to Yano,  who is attacked by several men, whom he throws in the 
river. Then Kurosawa begins another tracking shot, in a manner identical 
to the first one of the sequence, across the remaining antagonists, coming 
to rest on Sanshiro, alone in the frame. A cut returns us to Yano, then 
back to Sanshiro and a track in the reverse direction back across the an
tagonists. A lateral tracking shot has been introduced and then repeated 
three times. 

As in the Hollywood cinema, camera movement is initially motivated 
because it is introduced by, and serves to follow, character action. Kuro
sawa. however, then leaves the character whose motion triggered the ini-
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tial track and extends the moving frame until it encloses Sanshiro. The 
subsequent repetitions and reversals of this shot serve to foreground the 
tracking camera to a degree beyond anything one would find in an Amer
ican film of the 1 940s. The camera moves in an almost ritualistic manner, 
duplicating and reduplicating its initial pattern. In addition, this visual 
structure serves to bind Sanshiro and Yano, since each track ends with a 
pattern of intercutting between the two characters , each framed in isola
tion, in contrast to Momma's group. Here we can see clearly Kurosawa's 
injunction to use form in a meaningful manner: Yano is to be Sanshiro's 
teacher and spiritual guide, and the bonds between them are set out in 
visual terms during this early sequence, in which Sanshiro functions as 
an observer, learning a first lesson by watching a master. Throughout his 
cinema, Kurosawa will be interested in exploring and extending the ca
pacity of camera movement to situate characters according to important 
psychological and social relations prevailing among them (an interest 
that reaches something of a climax in Seven Samurai) .  

In this, we can observe another departure from the standards of Holly
wood practice. The eyeline match-in which two characters engaged in 
conversation, each framed separately, gazed in opposite directions so 
that their eyelines would cross at an imaginary point just beyond the 
camera-was a basic code in the Hollywood cinema. It was used to unify 
space across the cut and establish a physical relationship between char
acters within a screen geography whose coordinates were consistent 
from shot to shot.40 Kurosawa does not often structure space in this man
ner. Instead, camera movement often substitutes for the eyeline match. 
For example, during a later sequence, Yano announces to his students 
that they will participate in a police tournament against a rival jujitsu 
school. Were the film an American product, the sequence would have 
been constructed by cutting back and forth from Yano and the students 
and linking the shots through matching eyelines. By contrast, Kurosawa 
pans and tracks between Yano and the students, situating them within a 
fluid,  shifting space. As a general rule, in Kurosawa's films we cannot 
expect to observe stable spatial fields and the orderly visual flow that 
continuity cutting makes possible.41 

To complete this discussion of camera movement, let us return briefly 
to the sequence treating the assault on Yano. As the camera tracks across 
Momma's fierce men, they are arranged side-by-side across the frame in 
a linear fashion parallel to the direction of the camera's motion. The re
sult is a strongly frontal composition, in which lateral movement takes 
precedence over depth of field ,  a privileging that will assume much 
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greater dominance in later films when Kurosawa begins to use lenses of 
long focal length. Again, the repetition of the track serves to emphasize 
the frontality of the composition and to highlight the structural device. 
It is as if the film was studying its own construction. The signifier, the 
structural device (in this case camera movement), becomes its own signi
fied. Such an aesthetic practice, in which relations of pure form begin to 
generate their own content, has always been quite rare in the Hollywood 
cinema. Very few American films demonstrate the kind of visual self
consciousness and intense contemplation of form that Kurosawa brings 
to SanshirD Sugata. The closest example one might find to this lies in 
Welles's Citizen Kane (also a first film), a work of baroque structure in 
which several tracking shots-through the grounds of Xanadu, across the 
roof, and through the neon sign of Susan Alexander's nightclub--are re
peated with the kind of ritualistic emphasis we have observed in San
shiro Sugata. 

There may, in fact, be a cultural precedent for Kurosawa's portrayal of 
lateral movement, and it might be briefly mentioned here. It lies in the 
compositional style of the Heian and Kamakura-era scroll paintings, 
which were expansive pictorial narratives dealing with episodes from 
fiction or history (e.g. , The Tale of the Heike or Murasaki Shikibu's The 
Tale of Genji) .  Because the scrolls were designed to be "read" as they 
were unrolled, the compositional design often stressed horizontal pat
terns of movement, so that the narrative might be visualized in a manner 
that "flowed" with the physical unrolling of the scroll itself. At least one 
writer has suggested that the pictorial style of these scrolls has influ
enced Kurosawa!2 Whether that may be or not, in subsequent films we 
will see a far more radical visual form, far more emphatic articulations of 
lateral movement. In San shiro Sugata we are seeing Kurosawa's pictorial 
style in its period of earliest formation. 

The features of visual design observed in the scene dealing with the 
assault on Yano-repetition, linearity, and frontality-are also strikingly 
displayed in the film's next major sequence. After Yano defeats Mom
ma's men and refuses Momma's request to be killed (a refusal typical of 
Kurosawa's characters, who disdain suicide or ritual executions) ,  San
shiro offers himself as Yano's driver and begins to train with him. But 
initially, Sanshiro 's emotions do not become as disciplined as his mar
tial skills. Instead, he becomes a bully and a show-off, given to rampag
ing through the streets, grabbing people and tossing them to the ground. 
It is during one of these displays of prowess that Kurosawa engages in 
some visual bravado of his own. But in order to describe that, one should 
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really start with the short sequence that precedes it and that serves as 
a bridge from the scene dealing with the assault on Yano. The reason 
for this has to do with the film's formal intricacy. Kurosawa has con
nected these scenes with exceptional cinematic grace in a manner that 
extends the narrative in terms of a continuous flow of camera and object 
movement. 

Sanshiro , acting as Yano's driver, throws away his wooden clogs and 
begins to pull the carriage. The camera tracks laterally to the right to 
follow Yano and the carriage but then tilts down past the spinning wheel 
to the discarded clog. In a series of brief shots connected by dissolves, we 
see the clog lying abandoned in the street as people pass by and as rain 
falls ,  being tugged at by a puppy, hanging atop a fence beneath wafting 
snow, and drifting downsteam. As the water carries the clog, the camera 
pans left to follow it but then tilts up to the street above. A group of 
excited people run across the frame from left to right. In the midst of this 
movement, Kurosawa cuts to a high-angle framing of a narrow alley, as 
the camera violently cranes down to street level. Sanshiro is showing off 
his newly learned judo by throwing the townspeople about. The framing 
is a strongly linear one: the camera's axis of view is aligned with and 
extends down the center of the street. Shops with hanging lanterns 
sharply bound each side of the passageway. As Sanshiro chases the 
townspeople, he runs toward and away from the camera in perfect align
ment with its axis of view. When, dashing toward the camera, he passes 
it by and vanishes from the frame, Kurosawa cuts to a reverse-field com
position just like the previous shot, high angle, with sharply booming 
downward movement. Because of the reverse-field, Sanshiro is now run
ning away from the camera. He turns and then, again, runs toward and 
past the camera, and Kurosawa repeats the reverse-field and crane-down 
a third time and then, with perfect symmetry, a fourth time. 

After the fourth setup, however, the dominant frontality of motion
toward or away from the camera in alignment with its axis of view (thus, 
a frontality that does not negate spatial depth)-is broken as the frame 
"opens up" at last. The camera is positioned outside the alleyway and 
the crowd, chased by Sanshiro, spills out, engulfing the camera and 
spilling over the edges of the frame. The frontality of the previous com
positions is now succeeded by a series of obliquely angled setups that 
record San shiro flipping more opponents and that are match-cut on 
action. 

In this sequence, and in the montage that preceded it, Kurosawa is,  of 
course, describing his central character and making clear the vanity and 
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self-interest that Sanshiro will have to discard in his growth and pursuit 
of enlightenment. The transitional montage showing the fate of the cl ogs 

marks the passage of time during Sanshiro 's early training with Yano and 
comments on Sanshiro as well .  Like the clogs, whose compositional 
shifts define them in terms of process and change, Sanshiro is also in a 
state of flux. He is an unformed character, whose gradual defining and 
polishing the film studies. But, more important, the construction of the 
sequence typically stresses motion: the track with the carriage, the dis
solve from image to image, the pan along the river, the tilt up to the street. 
These are connecting movements that link one thing to another, motions 
that not only propel the narrative but that begin to elaborate a basically 
metaphorical understanding of kinesis as that which both reveals and 
defines character while situating it in moral terms within a sensual 
world. For Kurosawa, character is movement, and this conception will 
dominate the work until a major realignment of style occurs in the most 
recent films , where an aesthetic of stasis prevails. 

The sequence just described constructs patterns of camera and object 
movement in sharply contrasting terms. Frequently, camera and object 
movements are at odds with each other, as when Kurosawa vertically 
tilts up from the river to reveal a lateral motion across the frame and then 
cuts to a rapid crane-down that reverses the direction of movement in
scribed by the tilt. Like Eisenstein, Kurosawa conceives of cinematic 
structure in terms of explosion and strife, and he orders his visual mate
rials to produce a maximum of dialectical shock. Relations of camera and 
object placement and movement and of image and soundtrack are con
ceived not in terms of smooth continuity, as in the American model de
veloped by the Hollywood cinema, but in terms of clash, contradiction, 
reversal. 

This may be seen best during one of the film's many judo contests. 
When Sanshiro learns humility and has submitted himself to Yano's 
teaching so that he becomes the school 's outstanding pupil ,  Yano per
mits him to face Momma in a match that tests not only the two men but 
also the opposing disciplines of judo and jujitsu. Sanshiro, with the 
calmness of one who has attained enlightenment, faces a loud, blustering 
Momma and defeats him easily by throwing him into a wall. Kurosawa 
choreographs this triumph as a montage of internally contesting formal 
elements. Movement, film speed, and sound are all manipulated so as to 
produce a state of maximum tension among and within these elements. 

As Sanshiro lifts Momma in the air to throw him, Kurosawa elides part 
of this action by cutting to a fragmentary close-up showing Momma al-
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ready flying i n  midair. The shot works because it is a flash, no more than 
an impression. Kurosawa then elides an additional amount of movement 
by jump cutting, from a slightly different angle and closer position, an
other flash of Momma helplessly flying along. The effect of the jump cut 
is as a tiny explosion, a momentary visual and perceptual dislocation. 
Kurosawa then cuts from these extremely close and unstable shots to a 
prolonged long shot of the room's spectators as, a moment later, a loud 
crash sounds from off-screen. Momma has landed. In a very slow and 
lengthy pan to the right, the camera scans the room. All the spectators are 
frozen in place and are glancing in the direction of the camera's pan. 
Compared to the quickness of the shots dealing with the throw, the pan 
is frustratingly long and thereby builds considerable suspense. After 
passing across most of the room, the camera finally discloses Momma 
lying against a wooden wall that has been partially smashed by his im
pact. Kurosawa cuts to a medium close-up of Momma as, a moment later, 
a screen, dislodged by the fall, drifts down in silence and slow motion 
and falls across Momma's head. Kurosawa cuts back to a long shot that 
frames Sanshiro on the right in the midground and Momma center
screen in the background. This image is held for a long time, and then a 
loud scream is heard off-frame. As Sanshiro begins to turn in response, 
a match-cut on action takes us into a close-up that shows him looking 
off-screen right. Then, in what is to become one of Kurosawa's visual 
signatures, a rhythmical series of three shots shows us the woman who 
screamed, first in long shot as part of a crowd, then in medium close-up, 
finally in extreme close-up. The camera's angle of view remains the 
same, but its distance changes to produce a series of perceptual shocks as 
the image is repeatedly enlarged. 

I hope this lengthy description makes clear the intricate structure and 
extreme formalization of the design of this sequence. It is visualized in 
terms of Eisensteinian principles of film form. Eisenstein's position, re
vealed in his film practice and clarified in his writings, that conflict
visual, temporal, acoustical-was the basis of cinematic communication 
is well known. Kurosawa is working from a quite similar aesthetic, 
though his montage structures are not informed by the Marxian politics 
that generated those of Eisenstein and his grasp of visual pattern has not 
been intellectualized at a theoretical level as was Eisenstein's .  In the 
sequence described above, Kurosawa has developed a montage whose 
internal contradictions, as in Eisenstein's famous metaphor, indeed con
stitute a series of explosions propelling the narrative forward. The se
quence explores contrasts of scale, as it moves violently from extreme 
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long shot to extreme close-up , and of duration, alternating flash cuts 
with a long take and normal film speed with slow motion. Contradic
tions in the direction of movement are explored: Momma is hurled 
through the air toward the left, whereupon Kurosawa cuts to a panning 
movement toward the right. Image and soundtrack are placed in rela
tions of counterpoint as well .  During the long pan to Momma lying un
conscious against the wall ,  no sound is heard, but this seems to be moti
vated by what we see in the frame: everyone is staring in shock at 
Momma's lifeless body. As the screen falls to the ground in slow motion, 
however, we realize that the sound has been shut off entirely. and when 
Kurosawa returns to the long shot of Sanshiro looking at Momma. the 
silence continues , and again we assume that the soundtrack is being ma
nipulated .  Again we are wrong and receive a perceptual shock because of 
our error: the loud shriek of Momma's daughter shatters the silence and 
our composure. The sequence is formally as explosive as the event it 
depicts. It is  riddled by discontinuities of scale. movement. duration. 
and sound. and these demonstrate as clearly as anything in Eisenstein's 
The Battleship Potemkin the power of a cinema fashioned according to 
principles of montage construction. Kurosawa's is to be a cinema of per
ceptual shocks, and this is announced quite clearly from his first film. 

It would be incorrect to assert. however, that Kurosawa is necessarily 
following within the cinematic tradition established by Eisenstein. Both 
filmmakers prize visual shock, and both regard editing as the seminal 
stage in filmmaking. The valuing of contrast, however, that we have ob
served in Kurosawa has ample cultural precedent. Throughout Japanese 
aesthetics, one finds a delight in the juxtaposition of contrary values, 
and it was this, in fact, that attracted Eisenstein to Kabuki theater in the 
first place. Haiku composition, for example, frequently incorporated a 
"cutting-word" that divided the poem into sections by omitting a crucial 
verb, thereby interrupting the flow of meaning by opening a perceptual 
and linguistic space that the reader was required to fill.43 The silence 
surrounding the cutting-word contrasted with the delicate sensual quali
ties of the rest of the poem. The "empty" space of a sumi-e painting was 
not empty but generated its own plenitude. 

The Noh theater, patronized by the ruling military class during its ma
ture period beginning in the late fourteenth century, displayed an abun
dant dialectics of style, which may be a reason for Kurosawa's affection 
for Noh. Its aesthetics were structured about dance, music, and chant. 
Zeami, its most important aesthetician, decried the " monotony of any 
single means of expression"44 and urged an acting style that deliberately 
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mixed contrary signifiers. Discussing the appropriate style of an actor's 
movement, Zeami wrote that when " he moves himself about in a power
ful way, he must stamp his foot in a gentle way. And when he stamps his 
feet strongly, he must hold the upper part of his body quiet."45 He added: 

When an actor opens his hands quickly, he should finish the 
gesture by closing them in a slow and heavy fashion; when he 
extends his hands gravely, however, he should then finish by 
withdrawing them quickly. If an actor moves his body more 
quickly than usual, then he must complete his movement in a 
solemn manner. If, on the other hand, he is moving more slowly 
than usual, in a quiet fashion, then he must cease his movements 
in a quick and nimble fashion.46 

Zeami noted that frequently the most compelling moments of the Noh 
were those in which a performer stood quietly, doing nothing. But the ap
parent stasis was deceiving, for it contained a dynamic " inner tension."47 
Kurosawa's affinity for the clash of autonomous signifiers is comprehen
sible within this more general aesthetic context. That a filmmaker like 
Eisenstein, however, working from a different cultural and political situ
ation, would employ a similar aesthetic structure does not argue for his 
influence on Kurosawa so much as it indicates that style, while being 
shaped and constrained by culture, is not finally reducible to it. 

The perceptual shocks that inform Kurosawa's cinema are not merely 
exercises in formal extravagance. They have a relevance to the content, 
the characters, and the narratives of his films. The heroes are beset by a 
series of moral, and often physical , traumas, and the narratives study the 
progress of the protagonists toward enlightenment and socially commit
ted action. Like Kurosawa who characterized his own path in life as one 
of "wind and snow," the film characters are subjected to tests and trials ,  
and i f  they do not prevail they are often likely to  be killed. In the case of 
Sanshiro, his failure to attain enlightenment, that is,  to lose his arrogance 
and learn humility, would subject him to the fate of Higaki, the film's 
villain, a character without goal or direction, consumed by hate, whose 
skills have become an elaborate means of destroying the self. Higaki, in 
fact, is Sanshiro's double, which Kurosawa makes clear through similar 
actions that he has each character repeat. The narrative of the film, then, 
pivots on Sanshiro's ability to transcend his physical skills and on the 
arrogance that their incomplete development has generated. Thus, his 
discovery of spiritual direction is the centerpiece of the film, and it is 
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8. Surrounded by howl ing winds, Sanshiro (Susumu Fuj i ta ,  right) confronts 
H igaki for the i r  c l imactic duel . Sanshir6 Sugata, (RS/S8 Presents) 

constructed as a physical and psychological trauma. Kurosawa's use of 
an oppositional, strife-ridden cinematic form, then , finds its justification 
and validation in his conception of character: growth is possible only 
through shock. 

Following Sanshiro's bullying disp lay in the town street , Yano chas
tizes him and says that teaching judo to such an unformed person lacking 
in self-discipline is like giving a knife to a madman. Yano tells Sanshiro 
that loyalty and fidelity underlie the truths of life and that Sanshiro does 
not know what they mean. Sanshiro objects that Yano is wrong, that he 
would d ie for him at any time. To prove his words, he races to the shoji 
screen ,  slides it open, and leaps out-a fantastic moment-into the lotus 
pond below. He grasps a wooden post in the middle of the pond and 
hangs on. Yano looks at him a moment and shouts for him, then, to die 
and shuts the shoji .  Sanshiro spends the night in the pond, quizzed by a 
Buddhist priest about the nature of truth and advised to contemplate the 
moon, which, Donald Keene points out, is a frequent Buddhist symbol of 
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enlightenment in Noh plays.48 In the morning, Sanshiro sees a lotus 
flower in bloom, another Buddhist image. Overcome with emotion, he 
shouts for his teacher, and Yano, the priest, and two of Yano's students 
hurriedly open their screens. Affecting unconcern, they had really been 
keeping watch all night. Sanshiro rushes from the pond, calling " Sensei" 
(teacher) and performs a deep, prolonged bow to Yano. 

Sanshiro's leap into the pond in defiance of Yano's demands that he 
be silent isolates him as an individual. He spends a lonely night, ignored 
by Yano who refuses the entreaties of other students that he allow San
shiro to come out of the cold water. The pond and the post to which 
Sanshiro clings-the post of life, as the priest calls it-are, as symbols, 
not very subtle, but they do constitute a concrete visualization of the 
dilemma confronting Kurosawa's heroes: that the discovery of self is a 
lonely process which no one else can assist, yet a life without devotion 
to an ideal , and frequently to a teacher, is a life of selfishness and vanity. 
Sanshiro's leap is a radical gesture that rejects Yano's words while bind
ing him ever more closely to his teacher. Sanshiro's discovery of self, the 
moment of satori, is predicated upon attaining greater absence of self, the 
devotion and humility that Yano says are the truth of life. There is an 
ambiguity here that structures the film: Sanshiro attains self-distinction 
through greater submission to his teacher. The long, low bow that he 
gives Yano when he leaves the pond is in acknowledgment of the wis
dom that Yano represents. Earlier, when Sanshiro and Yano see a young 
woman (Sayo, whom Sanshiro will later love) praying before a Shinto 
shrine, Yano, deeply moved, asks from where such beauty comes. He 
says that to pray is to throw one's self away and become one with a god. 
"Nothing is stronger than that beauty." The ideal that Yano holds out for 
Sanshiro is a similar kind of devotion, a merging of the self with a greater 
spiritual ideal, and this is why Sayo becomes the appropriate woman for 
Sanshiro. Knelt in prayer before a shrine of Japan's native cult, Shinto, 
she represents the purity, selflessness, and devotion that Sanshiro seeks 
and which Yano wishes him to find.49 "A pure heart and deep sincerity 
characterize what Shinto refers to as 'truth' (makoto). 'Truth,' here, is 
distinctly not some right or wrong view about the nature of things; it is 
a state of the mind/heart. Truth is as truth is lived in purity and emo
tional sensitivity."50 This is Sayo's example in the film. 

In order to discover this, Sanshiro must learn yet another lesson, and 
that concerns the empty and illusory nature of glory. His next opponent 
turns out to be the aging jujitsu master Hansuke Murai (Takashi Shi
mura) , Sayo's father. When Sanshiro discovers this, he hurries away 
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from Sayo, pausing to tell her that he wishes her father luck. But he can
not concentrate on the upcoming match, and in a series of shots, linked 
associatively on the basis of purely graphic properties that recall an edit
ing style of avant-garde films, Sanshiro "sees" Sayo praying for her fa
ther to win the match. Overwhelmed by the vision, Sanshiro wonders 
how he can beat such beauty, and the priest tells him that he must be
come pure again, as he did before. The priest points to the pond and says 
that Sanshiro was born there. Reminded of the satori he once attained 
and of the obligations he owes his teacher, Sanshiro confronts and de
feats Murai in the tournament, but it is a painful victory. Murai is old and 
smiles at him with compassion and without rancor. "You were magnifi
cent," he tells Sanshiro. "You are not my enemy." The victor, yet visibly 
upset, Sanshiro realizes that the defeat of Murai has brought no pleasure 
and no glory. Afterward, he seeks reconciliation with Murai and Sayo. 

Sanshiro's enlightened allegiance to his teacher, Yano, and to the 
model of conduct exemplified by Sayo, is symptomatic of a deep ambiv
alence within Kurosawa's work. He will consistently champion the 
cause of individualist values, yet he will never completely abandon an 
allegiance to a hierarchical conception of human relationships. Such a 
conception is sometimes described as "feudalistic." It was perhaps in 
recognition of this ambivalence that Richard Tucker wrote that "there 
are other film-makers [than Kurosawa] who have a clearer regard for the 
individual in Japanese society, the individual free from the constraints 
of a feudal relationship."51 By contrast, David Desser questions Tucker's 
assessment by asking whether master-pupil relationships are, in es
sence, feudal, since a similar structure may be found in American West
ems. 52 Desser, however, writes that "much of the feudal ethos remains in 
contemporary Japan."53 Whether, and to what extent, medieval or con
temporary Japan was, or still is, feudalistic in its social and economic 
features has been a vexed question. In a discussion of the Tokugawa pe
riod and Japanese feudalism, Joseph Strayer observes that a feudalistic 
component may inhere in family or personal relationships where ave
nues of potential resistance are not explicitly coded and where acts of 
rebellion are regarded as breaches of the respect and piety normally 
owed elders or superiors. 54 But he points out that behind an "apparently 
unchanging fac;;ade" of Tokugawa social and political relations, the de
velopment of a bureaucratic class of administrators was helping under
mine "feudal" relations: "The bureaucratic tendencies which were 
strong even in sixteenth-century feudalism had developed to a point 
where they made the official feudal hierarchy almost meaningless."55 
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Similarly, John Whitney Hall points out that in Tokugawa society, au
thority was increasingly being exercised through institutional and legal 
channels and " less as a personal right," as might be the case in a feudal 
regime.56 He cautions against the in discriminant use of the term "feudal
ism," observing that a single category cannot be representative of a total 
society, and points out that a semantic shift has occurred in the use of the 
term whereby it tends to be applied to describe any custom or feature of 
contemporary life that seems old-fashioned or backward.57 

Thus, as Desser points out, it is difficult to establish that Kurosawa's 
attention to master-pupil relationships necessarily embodies a feudal
istic core of values. On the other hand, it does seem clear that Kurosawa 
frequently codes human relationships in terms of a hierarchy of status 
and ability: master and pupil, hero and masses. Implicit within this cod
ing are social relations and obligations prevailing among its constituents. 
Like the ties that bound the warrior to his lord, the pupil demonstrates 
allegiance to the master, and the hero discovers it is incumbent upon him 
or her to protect the welfare of the masses. The tension within this cod
ing is between the impulse toward individual autonomy and a counter
vailing recognition of the obligations of the interactionist self. 

Such a tension will generate truly magnificent formal structures in 
later films, but in Sanshiro Sugata it is relatively relaxed because Kuro
sawa's work has not yet come to grapple with the problems of individual 
autonomy. Like most of his films, this one is cast in the form of a spiritual 
journey during which the hero eventually attains self-insight and self
mastery. But unlike later heroes, Sanshiro is permitted to retain his in
timate connections to traditional normative sources: teacher, family, 
religion. Sanshiro remains firmly bound to Yano as his master, and this 
arrangement is never abandoned. Yano, at the end, observes that San
shiro will always be like a little baby. In addition, Murai and Sayo 
become a surrogate family for Sanshiro, whose life, therefore, is not typi
fied by the isolated and lonely conditions afflicting such other Kurosawa 
heroes as Watanabe, Kambei, Sanjuro, and Dersu Uzala. These are char
acters shorn of the support of families and loved ones or of the defining 
identities offered by the corporation or the state. The price of their en
lightenment is far more severe than that exacted of Sanshiro. The defin
ing characteristic of these heroes is that they must reject the normative 
codes offered by established society in order to live in a politically and 
socially just manner. 

By contrast, Sanshiro Sugata demonstrates a far less troubled relation
ship between the hero and the social order. Sanshiro is a strong individ-
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9. Sti l l  a boy at heart, Sansh iro gently tends to Sayo. Sanshir6 Sugata. 
(RS/S8 Pre ents) 

ual who has internal sources of strength and dignity, yet the film does 
not commit him to the path of lonely rebellion that the other heroes take. 
The image of Sayo praying before the shrine, which so moves Yano, is in 
this sense the structuring principle of the film's discourse on the relation 
between the individual and society. Other Kurosawa heroes confront a 
corrupt and predatory social order, yet Sanshiro inhabits a benignly un
troubled world where the ethic of submissiveness does not, at the same 
time, entail a posture appropriate for being economically or politically 
exploited. The ethical examples offered by Yano and Sayo are uncondi
tionally affirmed.  Sanshir6 S ugata lacks the socially critical dimension 
so important in the later films. Those heroes, too, learn discipline and 
dedication, but unlike them Sanshiro does not place these values in the 
service of socially progressive action. 

It is in this sense that the earlier statement that Sanshir6 Sugata is a 
form looking for a content should be grasped. In this film, Kurosawa 
understood and demonstrated the analytical and explosive capabilities 
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10. The ind ividual alone 
and determined: a young 
factory worker prays before 
beginn ing the search for a 
missing lens.  The Most 
Beautiful. (RS/S8 Presents) 

of a dialectical fi lm style, yet that analysis and those detonations have 
not yet been applied to the arena of social values. At this point, the dia
lectic exists in terms of style only and has not been extended to the cul
ture that informs that style. 

None of Kurosawa's other films of this period demonstrates the con
summate and passionate command of form so evident in Sanshiro Su
ga ta.  These other works were made under conditions of official compul
sion or were thematically and formally constrained by the exigencies of 
wart ime. The Most Beautiful (1 944) was produced as a piece of wartime 
propaganda and celebrates the tenacity and determination of women 
working in an optical factory, an important war industry. We see them 
laboring at their workbenches, marching in a fife-and-drum band,  and 
pl aying volleyball , always as a team, buoyed by a passionate group spirit. 
Kurosawa has said that he wanted to achieve a documentary quality in 
this film , and he required the actresses to live and work under d ifficul t  
factory conditions so that t h e  usual theatrical gloss and polish would b e  
rubbed from their performances.58 The ensemble acting that results does 
give the film a naturalistic quality unique in his oeuvre, but the docu-
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mentary texture for which he aimed is as much a matter of the severely 
restrictive camerawork as of the acting styles. The camera is largely 
stationary and avoids extreme angles, and the editing lacks the shocking 
shifts of perspective and abrupt shot transitions that typified Sanshiro 
Sugata. Nevertheless, several sequences do clearly exhibit the marks of 
Kurosawa's style, in particular a quick flashback to a moment of crisis 
when one of the girls realizes she has produced a defective lens that 
could endanger the lives of Japanese soldiers. In a brief shot that is no 
more than a flash, she explains her error to her comrades, but Kurosawa 
expressionistically employs a harsh sound effect to obliterate her words 
and accentuate the drama of the moment. This is only one of many in
stances in his work of the " multiplier effect of sound and visual image," 
the counterpointing of image and sound to enhance each. 59 This stylistic 
transgression against the generally naturalistic surface of the film has the 
effect of a small detonation, produced by the impact of two very different 
stylistic orientations, the documentary and the expressionistic. 

Most important, the film clearly demonstrates the ethical ambiguity of 
Kurosawa's cinema. The head of production at the factory (Takashi 
Shimura) asks for an enormous increase of production and calls on all 
workers to become extraordinary individuals in terms of their discipline, 
attitude, and sense of responsibility to the war effort. Good production is 
dependent on good character, he says, and the film demonstrates in anec
dotal fashion what this good character is. The women fall i l l ,  sustain 
physical injury, even lose family members, but never waiver in their 
commitment to the factory and their quotas. Like all Kurosawa's films, 
this one is centered around a scenario of service and austere self-disci
pline , but it shows how these codes may produce individuals in submis
sion to nation and emperor as easily as, in other films , they produce 
characters in postures of heroic social rebellion. It should not surprise us 
that Kurosawa, normally so socially critical an artist, should have pro
duced so effective a wartime propaganda film. 

Sanshiro Sugata, Part II (1 945) was completed at the studio's behest 
because of the popularity of the original and did not interest Kurosawa 
at all.6o The film's flat visual qualities are evidence of his indifferent 
participation. Sanshiro Sugata, Part II exhibits a close conformity to Hol
lywood codes of continuity cutting and none of the radical violations of 
spatial perspective that typified the first film. The fight scenes are espe
cially good illustrations of what is missing. When Sanshiro confronts a 
sleazy American boxer in the ring and defeats him, Kurosawa cuts the 
fight so that the action flows smoothly and lacks the spatial and aural 
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distortions that distinguished the combat scenes in the earlier film. Sim
ilarly, when Sanshiro converses with his teacher Yano, Kurosawa scru
pulously follows the Hollywood codes, presenting the scene with correct 
eyeline matches .  an observance of the lBO-degree rule, and a use of the 
shot-reverse-shot technique to visualize the conversation. That which is 
missing gives us an important insight into Kurosawa's style. As we shall 
see, the fragmentation of screen space is the essential component of his 
cinema. the mark of his creative involvement and, in later films , the vehi
cle of his social analysis. 

The propaganda element is especially strong in the film, which opens 
with a scene in which a brutal American sailor beats a rickshaw boy, who 
is rescued by Sanshiro. Richie points out that, with his stern, solemn, 
somewhat pompous demeanor, Sugata is displayed as the perfect war
time hero.6l His boyish charm and childish spontaneity, so affecting in 
the original film, have disappeared. He has become a stick figure, scowl
ing at Western corruption and giving a sinister American boxer a sound 
and symbolic thrashing. 

Despite the routine nature of the production, several sequences stand 
out as intimations of things to come. When Sanshiro rescues the rick
shaw boy, Kurosawa frames Sanshiro and the sailor as they stand paral
lel to a brick wall that is directly behind them. The camera is placed at a 
right angle to the scene, resulting in a composition of marked frontality 
and depth compression. This flattened image points toward the more 
extreme foreshortening of space Kurosawa would achieve in the 1950s. 
In addition, when Higaki 's sulking, brutish brothers threaten Sanshiro, 
Kurosawa intercuts a series of medium shots in which the three charac
ters are arranged in triangular designs, each new cut altering the occu
pants of the base and apex. This design anticipates the cutting of certain 
sections of Rashomon, where angular compositions visualize the three
corner relationships among the bandit, samurai, and noblewoman.6z Ex
cept, however, for these small occasions when Kurosawa's style may be 
glimpsed, the film remains an otherwise routine production. 

Kurosawa's other work of this period, They Who Tread on the Tiger's 
Tail (1945) ,  is considerably more interesting. It was shot very quickly 
and cheaply to satisfy a studio strapped for products. It has its immediate 
source material in Kanjincho, a highly regarded Kabuki play , and ,  more 
distantly, in the Noh play Atoka. Both works dramatize an incident63 
from medieval Japan, when rival warrior clans were struggling for power 
and a military government was replacing the authority of the Heian 
Court. At the close of the twelfth century, Minamoto Yoritomo had suc-
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1 1 .  Serving the needs of wartime, Sansh i ro symbo l ica l ly thrashes the American 
boxer in Sanshiro Sugata, Part II. (RS/S8 Presents) 

ceeded in consolidating power among the warrior class, and with the 
defeat of the rival Taira clan , the way was clear for him to assume the title 
of Shogun or military ruler of Japan. His brother, Yoshitsune, had fought 
for him, but Yoritomo became jealous of Yoshitsune 's fame and suspi
cious of his ties to the aristocracy. Eventually, Yoritomo came to believe 
that Yoshitsune was plotting to move against him and issued orders that 
he be captured and executed. Accompanied by a warrior-priest named 
Benkei, a mistress, and a few retainers, the once-proud Yoshitsune, 
hunted like a fugitive, fled in search of safe territory. Kanjincho deals 
with Yoshitsune's attempt to cross a barrier manned by guards under 
Yoritomo's orders. In the play, he gets safely through, though in reality 
he was eventually cornered by Yoritomo's men. His head was taken as a 
present to his brother. As Sansom points out, this ugly affair has passed 
into legend because of its powerful symbolic value.64 The fall of the 
mighty and the evanescence of glory have been favorite themes of Japa
nese literature and drama, and the fate of Yoshitsune-like that of the 
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Taira clan whom he helped defeat-has become a mythic embodiment of 
these themes. 

Kurosawa, like other Japanese, has demonstrated a deep attraction to 
what Ivan Morris has termed the nobility of failure. Seven Samurai is the 
paramount exploration of the elusiveness and paradoxical nature of 
glory. But Kurosawa's version of the Yoritomo-Yoshitsune story does 
not deal at all with this cultural subtext. Indeed, he seems quite uninter
ested in offering a traditional reading of the fratricidal conflict. Instead, 
he undermines the lofty and noble tone of Kanjincho by adding a comical 
porter ( played by the popular comic Kenichi Enomoto) who accompa
nies Yoshitsune's party and who provides a prickly, subversive point of 
view on the samurai and their codes of honor. 

The invasion of the sanctity of Kanjincho by this alien perspective is 
announced immediately at the opening of the film. As in San shiro 
S ugata , Kurosawa uses the repetition of a formal device to heighten its 
effect, in this case,  to establish the clash of class perspectives that struc
tures the film. After a series of low-angle shots of trees in the imperial 
forest, the camera pans left to reveal a party of samurai hiking with packs 
on their backs. They hold themselves with dignity and travel in silence, 
except for a diminutive but animated porter who trots excitedly along 
and fires questions at them. Who are you and where are you going? he 
asks , and his childish laugh undermines the stately chorus that has intro
duced the film. The samurai do not deign to answer, and a wipe moving 
in their direction prepares the frame for the next shot. In it, again, the 
samurai are hiking silently and the porter is laughing impishly. He says 
they are fortunate to have such good weather for traveling. Again. no 
response. Another wipe, another cackle by the porter, and once more he 
tries to solicit a response from the men he is guiding. He taps the pack on 
the back of one warrior and asks what it contains. Getting no answer, he 
proceeds to sing, and the warrior turns and shouts at him to follow them 
quietly. Crestfallen, his spontaneity briefly curbed, the porter is silent. A 
wipe, and this time, instead of a laugh, the porter yawns very loudly with 
a child's aggressive boredom and bumps into the warrior in front of him. 

Using the wipe as a recurrent linking device, Kurosawa has opened the 
film with four symmetrical vignettes describing the terms of the film's 
world.  As an adaptation of Kanjincho, this film will present the samurai 
with their customary dignity, but it will not be a straightforward celebra
tion of that dignity. As he does later in The Hidden Fortress, Kurosawa 
views the world of the mighty through the eyes of the meek. After the 
four opening vignettes, the samurai stop to rest, and the porter climbs up 
on a little hillock in the middle of camp to watch them. He hops around 
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1 2 .  The antics of a t im id, bumbl ing porter (Ken ichi Enomoto) undercut the 
h istorical drama of Yosh itsune's flight in They Who Tread on the Tiger's Tail .  
(RS/S8 Presents) 

on his perch, flitting a fan restlessly, and the camera pans from the porter 
to the group of warriors, passing each one in turn . They sit with a rigid 
composure, neither speaking nor looking at each other. The film then 
cuts back to the porter perched mischievously on his hill ,  fidgeting and 
fanning himself. We view the samurai from his point of view, mysterious 
and provocative in their disciplined silence, remote and awesome in 
their majesty. Movement has been used to express character. The static,  
frontal groupings of the samurai ,  who sit facing the camera, locked into 
rigid behavior patterns, are explicitly contrasted with the expansiveness 
and spontaneous gestures of the porter, for whom the codes of giri and 
bushido are not determinative, and who is simply an observer of this 
medieval drama. 

The principle organizing the film's structure is made explicitly clear 
when the porter spies a peculiar-looking member of the party. The porter 
tells them they are traveling quickly and expresses his admiration at 
their lack of fatigue, but then he sees one dressed in finery sitting apart 
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from the others and remarks that this one seems tired and looks different, 
like a girl. This last remark elicits an explosive command from the warri
ors to be silent. The strange member is ,  of course, Yoshitsune, and Kuro
sawa films him from the rear so that his face is mostly obscured. This 
compositional strategy is extended throughout the film. Yoshitsune is 
filmed from behind or in long shot, while the porter is frequently pre
sented in close-up. After the porter realizes who these men are, he hides 
his face behind the fan in an extreme close-up, afraid to look upon their 
greatness. Off-screen, Yoshitsune calls Benkei (Denjir6 Okochi), and the 
porter peers out from his fan but then covers his face again. Then the film 
cuts to a medium long shot of Yoshitsune, again filmed from behind, as 
he tells Benkei that the barrier will be hard to cross if the guards know 
they are coming. 

This sequence discloses the duophonic structure of the film. Several 
textual voices will compete for our attention. As in the opening vi
gnettes, a discourse on the integrity of class identity-on the dignity and 
nobility of the samurai-is placed in tension with a discourse celebrat
ing the absence of class constraint, spontaneity of behavior, and the ex
tension of emotional connection across class lines. The two voices vie 
with each other for control of the film, each one displacing and being 
displaced by the other. The filming of Yoshitsune is tentative and re
specting of his stature. The lord is too great to be looked upon directly, 
especially by a commoner, and the framing enforces a distanced perspec
tive by inhibiting direct access to the character. Moreover, as one voice 
speaks, the other discourse is effaced. Yoshitsune calls Benkei, and the 
porter hides his face behind the fan, withdrawing his point of view from 
the film, permitting the distanced framings of Yoshitsune and Benkei to 
communicate the values of their class uncorrupted by noise from the 
porter. 

Later, at the barrier camp, when a guard guesses their identities, Ben
kei transgresses samurai codes and beats his lord, Yoshitsune (who is 
disguised as a commoner) , in order to fool Togashi (Susumu Fujita), the 
commander of the guards. This event is filmed in a way that affirms es
tablished class values. The dramatic power of the play hinges on this 
ultimate act of fealty, in which Benkei demonstrates service to his lord in 
a supreme manner by doing the unthinkable, striking his commander. To 
really strike the lord would be too great a violation of taboo, so the horror 
is communicated by suggestion. Kurosawa cuts away from the event to 
show the porter's dismayed reaction, and by doing this he reinforces a 
sense of the validity of the established class norms. Ironically, it is the 
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porter, the outsider, who tries to stop Benkei and enforce the normal 
coding of relationships. 

The porter, however, is not generally so self-effacing. It is he who in
sists that a feud between two brothers is easily repaired and who, by 
doing so, implicitly questions the necessity for all the bloodshed that the 
legend accepts as fated. Once in the barrier camp, he pantomimes reac
tions of fear before the spears of the guards. Seeing this, Togashi laughs 
and remarks, "What a funny fellow." Togashi's reaction is a signifier of 
the compassionate nature that will lead him to permit Benkei and 
Yoshitsune to pass safely. This is the pivotal action of the story, and 
Kurosawa chooses to make the porter the vehicle for its revelation. In 
responding to the antics of the commoner with a similar spontaneity, 
Togashi 's own ethical distance from the imperative to obey his lord's ,  
Yoritomo's, commands is revealed. 

But, more important, the porter's exaggerated mugging and pratfalls 
gradually undermine the stately pace and tone of the action. Before they 
reach the barrier, the samurai boast with bravado of their ability to fight 
their way through, and they laugh with masculine pride. The porter joins 
in, and his peculiar cackle defuses the martial spirit of the moment. The 
warriors leave him behind as they approach the barrier, and in a series of 
vignettes linked by wipes as in the opening, he attempts to join them, 
offering to help guide them to the enemy camp. One of the samurai re
jects the offer, pointing out that they can't ask a commoner for favors. 
The porter replies that, to the samurai, he doesn't seem good enough, 
again adding a critical dimension to the class perspective of the film. 
Later, after they have all passed through the camp, Togashi sends them 
a gift of sake, a moment of deep solemnity in the Kabuki, which is sacral
ized in the film by a chorus that sings with inflated sentiment of the cup 
of friendship, the taste of kindness, the grail of humanity. Rather than 
endorse the sanctity of this moment, Kurosawa unleashes the other tex
tual voice. The porter watches all this with an outlandish panic, gazing 
greedily at the sake and frantically licking his lips, afraid he will receive 
none, and desiring nothing so much as a good sousing. 

At last, under the influence of drink, the two voices are momentarily 
reconciled. Benkei is thoroughly drunk, and the porter has had his share. 
He does an impromptu dance and collapses coyly in the lap of a beefy 
warrior. Everyone joins together in a hearty laugh. The porter at last is 
accepted, and the samurai have shown a flicker of spontaneous emotion. 
But this moment of relaxed class tension is as fleeting as Yoshitsune's 
glory, for in the next second the warrior has disdainfully dumped the 
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porter out of his lap. Not especially upset, the porter falls asleep and 
wakes the next morning covered by Yoshitsune's brocade robe, a last gift 
from the samurai. The porter looks around: the world is empty, the warri
ors have departed. Their codes were felt to be oppressive by the com
moner, but the world will now be a duller place without them. He does 
a final Kabuki dance, exiting off-screen, and the film closes, the ambigu
ities of class and point of view quite unresolved.65 The two voices of the 
text have contested one another, but neither finally emerges as domi
nant. If the porter's impulsive indifference to the class hierarchy has 
been intended as a corrective to the constraints of the medieval class 
codes, it is clear that, for Kurosawa, the samurai world also represents a 
source of deeply compelling values. As Richie remarks, "One would not 
expect Kurosawa to uphold the feudal thesis of Kanjincho and he does 
not. But neither does he denigrate it."66 The film's own history points to 
this confusion: it has the odd distinction of having been attacked, first by 
the Japanese, for not taking the dignity of the Kabuki source seriously 
enough, and then later by the American occupation authorities because 
of its alleged glorification of feudal ideals.67 

Despite its textual ambivalence, They Who Tread on the Tiger's Tail is 
not, finally, an especially rich film, and this may be due to the haste in 
which it was conceived. In contrast to Sanshiro Sugata, the film has a 
very restrained and quite static visual structure. Much of it, especially 
the scenes in the barrier camp, are excessively given over to what Hitch
cock derisively termed pictures of people talking, and these are cut with
out the analytic formalism displayed in Sanshiro Sugata. Later, in The 
Lower Depths, Kurosawa would confine himself to one set, but there he 
would demonstrate that physical space in no way corresponds to cin
ematic space. Here, however, it very largely does. Nonetheless, a few 
sequences demonstrate Kurosawa's sensitivity to the coordinates of vis
ual motion. Two have already been mentioned: the opening vignettes 
and the variation played upon them when the porter tries to rejoin the 
samurai before the barrier camp. An additional scene might be men
tioned because, although it is composed merely of transitional material, 
it illustrates how Kurosawa translates narrative shifts into spatial dy
namics. When the porter guesses the identities of Yoshitsune 's party, he 
flees in terror to a safe distance where he can watch without fear of being 
speared. He dashes screen-right, and a rapid wipe follows his figure. The 
next frame is a medium shot of forest undergrowth with the porter's head 
peeking above it. The camera tracks in through the foliage to a close-up, 
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and then a reverse-field cut presents a long shot of the samurai sitting in 
camp. 

In this brief transition, lateral motion has been succeeded by frontal 
movement and by an explicit compositional conflict of scale between 
shots. Judged solely on its ability to furnish us with narrative informa
tion, the structure of this transition must seem excessive and unneces
sary. But this is to miss the point. Narrative exists for Kurosawa as a field 
of spatial energy, and the act of narration is synonymous with the charg
ing of this field. The unfolding of a narrative in Kurosawa's cinema 
entails the translation of time into space. Narrative time becomes spatial
ized. and temporal dislocations, as from scene to scene, exponentially 
increase the visual energy on-screen. This approach is to be distin
guished from that of a filmmaker like Ozu. in whose cinema space is 
realized in terms of time and is fundamentally experienced as duration. 
For this reason, the transitions in Kurosawa's films are often moments of 
extraordinary visual excess, when the pictorial energy on-screen far ex
ceeds what is strictly necessary at the narrative level. 

Here lies a profound difference between Kurosawa's cinema and the 
model of Hollywood filmmaking to which his films are often com
pared.58 A great deal of attention has been devoted in recent film scholar
ship to studying the cinematic codes of Hollywood filmmaking, so that 
what for a long time appeared as a natural or invisible style, or better as 
the absence of style, is now understood as a highly constructed mode of 
cinema.59 The goal of this construction is to deny its own presence. The 
continuity system of editing worked very hard to construct films that, to 
a viewer, would not seem to be edited. As the name "continuity editing" 
indicates, the images would appear to flow continuously, without inter
ruption or cut. A cinema that sought to hide its own forms, based on 
assumptions of realism or verisimilitude, necessarily implied a certain 
orientation to narrative and a certain relation between narrative and 
space. In discussing the approach of Hollywood cinema to the construc
tion of narrative, David Bordwell points out that the clear communica
tion of narrative information is the dominant, organizing consideration 
of visual design: "In making narrative causality the dominant system in 
the film's total form, the classical Hollywood cinema chooses to subordi
nate space."70 This occurs in a variety of ways. Editing rhythms follow 
the flow of dialogue, and the potentially disruptive cut is stabilized 
through the use of eye line matches and observance of the lBO-degree 
rule, which works to maintain a consistent geographic orientation on-
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screen. Camera movement follows and is motivated by character move
ment. Panning is used to reframe compositional imbalances caused by a 
character's sudden departure from the scene, or it is employed to open a 
space in preparation for a character's  entrance. In either case, the dynam
ics of Hollywood screen space are actualized by the actions of the charac
ters and are placed in the service of communicating information about 
what those people are doing and why. In all ,  as Bordwell points 
out , space becomes a "container" for the characters' personalities and 
actions .71 

By contrast, an extreme visual formalism prevails in Kurosawa's cin
ema. Editing carves up and dissects space in a perceptually disturbing 
manner because, for one thing, camera setups are often not repeated. In 
Hollywood practice,  it was standard to film a scene from a minimal num
ber of setups and to keep returning to these vantage points as the action 
unfolded. Kurosawa, however, does not confine the action in this man
ner. Many of his camera positions are unique and are not duplicated 
within the scene. In addition, Kurosawa rarely employs the eyeline 
match to unify spatial coordinates, using, instead, camera movement, 
which introduces a fluid, unstable perspective. Frequently, the 180-
degree rule is flouted. In Sanshiro Sugata, for example, a cut from a long 
shot to a medium close-up of Shogoro Yano crosses the axis of action 
with the result that Yano is shifted from screen-right to -left. In addition, 
the camera's angle of view is shifted from front to back. In the first shot 
the camera is in front of him, in the second, behind. The resulting images 
are discontinuous and dislocated from each other. 

It is in this context that Kurosawa's frequent use of reverse-field cut
ting should be understood. These reverse fields are not to be confused 
with the shot-reverse-shot technique conventionally used by Hollywood 
to film conversation scenes , in which first one speaker is presented and 
then the other. Each camera position in the shot-reverse-shot technique 
remains on the same side of the axis of action, thereby maintaining con
sistent screen direction. But with reverse-field editing, as Kurosawa 
practices it, the axis of action is crossed, thereby disrupting coherent 
screen geography. Moreover, each field is the mirrored image of the 
other, as the cut shifts the field of view by precisely 1 80 degrees . When 
this type of cutting occurred in Hollywood cinema, it was strictly coded : 
it signified subjectivity. The reverse-field shift was meant to be read as a 
subjective shot, presenting a view understood as what a character was 
literally seeing, and it was generally introduced by a shot showing the 
character looking at something significant off-screen. 
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By contrast, reverse-field cutting in Kurosawa's cinema has no rela
tion to subjectivity. Only once in Sanshiro Sugata (excepting the estab
lishing shot that turns into a subjective shot) does he explore subjectivity 
in the conventional way by including a blurry reverse-field cut signify
ing Murai's dazed perceptions, just after Sanshiro has thrown him to the 
mat. But Kurosawa then goes on a moment later to discover a much better 
representation of subjectivity. Sanshiro throws Murai again, and as the 
old man struggles to get up we hear his daughter's voice saying, over and 
over again, that her father surely will win, as Murai, responding to the 
voice, tries to rise. But the source of the voice is never established. No 
shot informs us of her presence at the tournament, or her absence, so we 
do not know if the voice we hear is Murai's hallucination or if his daugh
ter is really there among the spectators. The principle of dislocation is 
applied not only to the construction of the images but to the soundtrack 
as well .  

The viewer, then, in Kurosawa's cinema, is continually being reori
ented by a succession of noncontinuous spatial fields, complicating the 
perceptual process.72 In addition, we have seen that his cinema fore
grounds a geometry of space, with great attention given to features of 
linear design and a fascination for pure geometric form. 73 A sequence 
from Sanshiro Sugata, which describes a series of meetings between 
Sanshiro and Sayo on the steps leading up to the Shinto shrine, is an 
elaborate exercise in exploring the dialectics of form. A series of brief 
shots, linked by wipes, constitute an almost arithmetical meditation on 
the permutations of screen direction and angle of movement, as Kuro
sawa visualizes every combination of character and camera placement 
on the stairs and every possible arrangement of ascending and descend
ing motion. The attraction to geometric design is especially evident to
ward the beginning of the sequence when Kurosawa pauses to offer a 
series of Ozu-like still images, which include close-ups of the umbrellas 
Sanshiro and Sayo carry. Sayo 's fills the lower half of the screen as an 
abstract visual form, with upwardly curving artwork offset by the down
wardly sloping arcs of its webbing. The sequence on the steps climaxes 
with a long shot of the stairs viewed from above, with a gate and fence in 
the foreground displayed as vertical elements, beyond which are the 
sloping diagonals of the handrails and the stable horizontals of the steps 
themselves. 

In addition to this Eisensteinian fascination with the geometry of the 
image, the frequent repetition of a formal device in Kurosawa's  work 
underscores the nature of the film as a construction. With the later addi-
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tions of lenses of long focal length and multi camera filming to the techni
cal repertoire, the formal distance between Kurosawa and Hollywood 
cinema would be irrevocable. This distance has also been noted by Noel 
Burch.74 In his work on Japanese cinema Burch studies its general struc
tural differences from the Hollywood product, but he feels these differ
ences typify Japanese films of the 1 920s and 1930s. He suggests that by 
the 1940s,  after the war, Japanese film was becoming Westernized and 
was basing its construction on the principles of the Hollywood system. 
Working from this hypothesis, he states that all Kurosawa's films up to 
Rashomon are made in accordance with the Hollywood model and show 
an increasing mastery of the codes of continuity cutting. Only after 
Rashomon does a decisively non-Western cinematic aesthetic appear. 
We have seen abundant evidence, however, that Sanshiro Sugata al
ready inaugurates a break for Kurosawa from the codes of Western cin
ema. Space for him is not subordinated to the narrative and does not 
exist as a "container" for the characters. Rather, narrative is a means 
toward the charging and energizing of space. 

By 1945 ,  in a very short time, then, the essential features of Kuro
sawa's visual patterning had begun to emerge, and they pointed to a 
unique and singular cinematic exploration of space. What remained un
formed at this time was its application, the content that would justify 
this form as an exercise in filmmaking conceived as an ethical act. But 
the conditions that would validate Kurosawa's form were soon forth
coming. The end of the war and the devastation of the Japanese mainland 
gave him the meaning and the challenge his cinema needed. 



3 Willpower Can Cure All Human Ailments 

If he's alive, he 

has everything in 

his power! Whose 

fault is it he 

doesn't under-

stand than 

-Dostoevsky, 

The Idiot 

Japan emerged from the war with its cities burnt 
and uninhabitable, its industry destroyed , and its 
people near starvation. Massive incendiary bomb
ings of the major cities had completely destroyed 
the fragile wood and paper houses and displaced 
the urban population. Nearly 50 percent of the 
housing facilities were wiped out in the 66 cities 
subject to attack by air.l "By the end of July [1945 ] ,  
188 ,310  people had died i n  air raids,  a quarter o f  a 
million had been wounded, and about nine million 
were homeless."2 

With the destruction of the cities, much of the 
urban population looked to the countryside for 
shelter and food ,  but it was scarce, and by early No
vember 1945,  Japan faced a drastic shortage of rice. 
"Had the war continued ,  there would have been 
starvation in the urban centers of Japan during the 
winter of 1 945-46."3 The demand for food ,  and its 
insufficient supply, fed a voracious black market 
that , in turn, depleted available supplies. "The 
chief concern of most Japanese in the postwar pe
riod was how to avoid starvation."4 But hunger was 
not the only privation. Clothing was in short supply 
because the country had dismantled its textile in
dustry so that the equipment could be converted to 
war manufactures.5 In addition, much of Japan's in
dustry and nearly all its merchant shipping had 
been destroyed by bombing. Deprived of adequate 
shelter, clothing, and food, those who survived the 
firebombings faced a grim future. 

Looking back on the disastrous military path 
Japan had followed, a Foreign Ministry official ob
served: 

For a poor country like Japan, the construc
tion of costly warships meant a crushing 
burden upon the national treasury. And yet 
we built a good number of them. We also 
maintained a vast Army and an ever ex-



68 C H A P T E R  3 

panding Air Force. In the end we became like the mammoth 
whose tusks, growing ever bigger, finally unbalanced its bodily 
structure. As everything went to support the huge tusks, very 
little was left to sustain the rest of the body. The mammoth fi
nally became extinct.G 

It is in this general context of physical trauma, economic collapse, and 
psychological defeat that Kurosawa's films of the late 1940s and early 
1 950s should be viewed. As we have seen, in later years Kurosawa re
marked that he believed after the war that spiritual and cultural recovery 
was incumbent upon the adoption of social values that emphasized the 
individual. During the war years, the avenues for public expression or 
social criticism had certainly narrowed.  The Peace Preservation Law, for 
example, passed in 1925  and revised in 1928 ,  became an important tool 
in repressing the Left. The law banned any words, deeds, or writing that 
urged the abolition of private property or the imperial regime.? It pro
vided the legal mechanism for the mass arrest of radicals by the police 
during the 1 930s."  

The official state ideology during the war was formulated in terms of 
service to the imperial heritage, a "national polity" ("kokutai") whose 
origins Carol Gluck suggests should be seen as a response to the strains 
of modernism. Tracing policies of imperial orthodoxy, in which the Em
peror was regarded as the "axis" of the nation, Gluck points to their roots 
in the Meiji era as an ideological effort to seal fissures in the modernizing 
state,  where " labor disputes, like socialism, were an unmistakable sign 
that modern economic life engendered conflict on a large and unaccepta
bly divisive scale."" "It was as if the unique glory-and the reassuring 
immutability-of kokutai became that much more important as the 
world fell away around it."'° This official ideology during the war years 
became enmeshed with a resurgent anti-Westernism and anti modern
ism."  "Fundamentals of Our National Polity," published by the Minis
try of Education in 1 9 3 7 ,  was designed to describe the contours of Impe
rial service.12 It decried the influence of Western values centered on the 
worth of the individual, and it argued that socialism, communism, and 
social unrest were due to the influence of the misguided individualism 
of the West. "When people determinedly count themselves as masters 
and assert their egos, there is nothing but contradictions and the setting 
of one against the other," and this was in contrast to the Japanese Way of 
harmony with family and state . 1 I  A reawakening of devotion to the em-
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peror was necessary to counter these harmful influences. The country 
was a great family, and the ' Imperial Household is the head family of the 
subjects and the nucleus of national life."14 Serving the nation can be 
done only by overcoming individualism, by " dying to self and returning 
to [the] One," a process that "can never be understood from an individu
alistic way of thinking."15 War is a means of bringing about, not destruc
tion , but great harmony.16 

The degree to which Imperial ideology penetrated the culture, and the 
extent of cultural and state authoritarianism during the war, are debated 
by scholars. Daikichi Irokawa describes allegiance to the emperor system 
as a kind of mass cultural blindness, " an enormous black box into which 
the whole nation . . .  unknowingly walked."17 Kazuo Kawai suggests that 
the rise of the militarists was tied to an alleged lack of a cultural tradition 
of individualism and social equality. "There was as yet no widespread 
conception either of the essential equality of all men or of the supreme 
worth of the individual."18 Ben-Ami Shillony suggests ,  however, that 
there were spaces in the society where individuals and groups could 
remain relatively free of wartime ideological imperatives. He argues that 
the Japanese state during the war was not a fascist one like Nazi Germany 
because there was no party ideology or dictatorial leader and because the 
state was much less repressive and the society not totally politicized. 
" [S]ocial, communal, and occupational loyalties continued to exist inde
pendently of the state, and no mass party could abolish them."19 

However authoritarian the state may have been during the war, how
ever large the gap between "kokutai," official ideology, and actual prac
tice, upon the nation's surrender the codes of individual behavior and 
the relation between the state and its citizens were subject to intense 
changes. The Allied Occupation of Japan resulted in a new constitution 
that assured basic human rights and popular, rather than Imperial, sover
eignty.2o Moreover, because of Allied suspicions of zaibatsu (big busi
ness) complicity with the militarists,21 a program of economic reform 
was implemented that aimed to decentralize economic power and insti
tute labor and land reforms as a basis for establishing the foundations of 
a democratic political order.22 As economic, political, and educational 
reforms were implemented by American Occupation authorities, build
ing on existing democratic traditions in Japanese politics,23 Western so
cial and political ideals gained a renewed pervasiveness and popularity 
compared with the war years. Robert Bellah notes that "The loss of the 
war and the beginning of the American occupation . . .  precipitated a 
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rush to the standard of 'democracy' in the Japanese intellectual world."24 
Western ideals of democracy, freedom, and individualism were the new 
slogans replacing those of state nationalism.25 Shl1ichi Kata has sug
gested that this shift of attention brought with it a renewed focus upon 
the initial Meiji project, that is, upon the meaning of modernization and 
the American influences conjoined with it: " it was not until the end of 
the Second World War that the modernization of the country as a whole 
became once again one of the major concerns of Japanese intellectuals 
and writers. As in the Meiji period, modernization is again identified 
with Westernization, or more recently ' "  with Americanization."26 

Kurosawa's work is tied to these cultural shifts and to the renewed 
currency that Western ideals received in the immediate postwar era. In 
his films, he attempted to work through the crisis that the militarized 
nation had suffered and to point a way out of the darkness such that it 
could not happen again. Indeed, Tadao Sata finds the theme of suffering 
to be central to Kurosawa's work and to the kind of redemptive model it 
offered the culture during this chaotic time. 

With defeat in World War II, many Japanese, who had made 
the objectives of the nation their objectives in life, were 
dumbfounded to find that the government had lied to them and 
was neither just nor dependable. During this uncertain time 
Akira Kurosawa, in a series of first-rate films, sustained the peo
ple by his consistent assertion that the meaning of life is not 
dictated by the nation but something each individual should 
discover for himself through suffering.27 

Kurosawa has remarked,  "During the war, there was no freedom of 
expression. At the end of the war, I had so much to say, I was overfilled 
with things to say about Japan."26 In this effort to internalize and portray 
a new set of values , he felt he had to work much harder than one who had 
known such values for a lifetime. He points out that, like most others,29 
he did not resist Japan's descent into militarism. "Unfortunately, I have 
to admit that I did not have the courage to resist in any positive way, and 
I only got by, ingratiating myself when necessary and otherwise evading 
censure . . . .  In wartime we were all like deaf-mutes ."3o 

This political passivity, however, changed after the war. Occupation 
reforms extended to the cinema, where, as Kyako Hirano has pointed out 
in her study of the Japanese cinema under the Allied Occupation, mass 
media (including films) were used as part of the reform effort: 



W I L L P O W E R  C A N  C U R  E 

As early as September 2 2 ,  1 945 ,  the Civil Information and Edu
cation Section (CJE) of SCAP summoned representatives from each 
Japanese film company, and told them that SCAP would like the 
Japanese film industry to pursue the principles of the Potsdam 
Declaration and help reconstruct Japan positively. At the same 
time, CJE established the three principal aims of the Occupation: 
complete disarmament and demilitarization of the nation; en
couragement of individual liberties and fundamental human 
rights; and directing Japan to contribute to world peace and 
safety. To pursue these principles, desirable subjects and direc
tions for films were suggested by CIE.31 

Allied control over the Japanese cinema was exercised by way of both 
censorship (prohibiting material contrary to Occupation goals) and prop
aganda (promoting American values) . 32 Filmmakers were subject to 
firm guidelines specifying what kinds of subjects would be tolerated . 
Generally, films were to extoll individual freedoms and be critical of 
militarism and feudalism.33 Hirano points out that many filmmakers 
and studio officials ,  who yesterday diligently promoted the war effort, 
now performed a rapid ideological flip-flop to turn out films promoting 
Occupation-style democracy.34 The cost of this flip-flop, Hirano sug
gests, was a lack of genuine commitment to the new values, an ideologi
cal vagueness "about what democratic values actually are."35 She finds 
many of the postwar films made by Japanese directors under the aegis of 
CIE to be curiously apolitical. 

Like other filmmakers, Kurosawa rode out these changing tides, work
ing successfully within the industry to produce several mild wartime 
propaganda films (e.g. , SanshirD Sugata, Part II and The Most Beautiful) ,  
then swiftly adjusting his cinematic vision to the changed postwar polit
ical context. Nevertheless , we need not read this move as opportunistic. 
Kurosawa chafed under the constraints of wartime censorship and re
calls his struggles with the Japanese censors with intense bitterness. 36 

Furthermore, the emergence of his mature cinematic talent occurred dur
ing the Occupation period. Beginning in the postwar years, Kurosawa's 
cinema acquired a depth and power that are simply not present in the 
works produced under wartime constraint. A happy congruence of cir
cumstance linked his artistic temper with the turbulence of Occupied 
Japan and an atmosphere in which he felt free, at last, to speak. Ironi
cally, CJE'S guidelines and the energy for social reform that lay behind 
them helped establish a context in which Kurosawa's postwar cinema 

71 



72 C H A P T E R  3 

could thrive and in which he could express his visions of the new Japan. 
The shock of the war and defeat seemed to create a cultural opening in 
which new alternatives could be considered. "The Japan of August 1945 
appeared to some extent to be a tabula rasa both physically and ideologi
cally; and for a time the country was undoubtedly in an extremely recep
tive state so far as outside influences were concerned."37 Although one 
must doubt the extent to which native cultural traditions could simply 
be erased, as the metaphor of a tabula rasa would seem to require , the 
imagery is nevertheless suggestive for Kurosawa's cinema because the 
evidence of the work indicates an attempt to inscribe a new set of values 
and messages upon the culture. Desser suggests that Kurosawa was faced 
with " the task of making films whose themes and subjects could be seen 
to be appropriate propaganda for the United States' desire to demilitarize 
and defeudalize Japanese attitudes" and that Kurosawa's strategy was 
"to adapt Western modes in a deliberate manner so as to explore the 
nature of Western ideals as they impact upon Japan."38 Kurosawa has 
clearly scrutinized his own culture by way of the West. But rather than 
viewing his films of this period as simply carrying out the reformist pol
icies of SCAP, we would do well to recall that Kurosawa's pre-Occupation 
films-Sanshiro S ugato and They Who Tread on the Tiger's Tail
exhibit the strong, quirky individual characters and the ambivalent, even 
critical view of established normative patterns that MacArthur's reforms 
later incarnated. Keeping that in mind, then, it should be noted that 
Kurosawa welcomed the changed political climate and sought to fashion 
films that would be responsive to it, but in doing so, he was able to find 
his own mature cinematic voice: "The freedom and democracy of the 
post-war era were not things I had fought for and won, they were granted 
to me by powers beyond my own. As a result, I felt it was all the more 
essential for me to approach them with an earnest and humble desire to 
learn, and to make them my own."39 

Kurosawa's films of this period are explicit attempts to dramatize the 
spiritual and the psychological dilemmas that the country faced in the 
aftermath of militarism. As Tadao SatD has pointed out, Kurosawa's 
films suggested that "Japan's recovery from defeat did not have to be 
only an economic one."40 Kurosawa tried to visualize the moral and so
cial contours of national recovery in the very moment of its unfolding. In 
the films of this period, history would be understood in moral terms, as 
a structure of events presenting his protagonists with a range of choices. 
This range of choice signified the space of their freedom and, in the type 
of response chosen, symbolized the future course of national develop-
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ment. In short, Kurosawa's was an unabashedly didactic cinema that, 
in its union of ethics and aesthetics , attempted to use art as a mode of 
instruction. Zeami had proclaimed that his Noh theater would "serve 
to praise the Buddha and provide the means to spread his teachings, 
will chase away evil affinities , and will call forth happiness, so that the 
country will remain in tranquillity, bringing gentleness and long life to 
the people."41 Kurosawa's cinema belongs to such a practice, wherein art 
is treated as the vehicle of enlightenment. He relates an incident during 
the filming of Rashomon when, at the completion of location shooting at 
the Komyoji temple forest, the abbot of the temple gave him a folding fan 
as a gift in tribute to the crew's hard work. On the fan were inscribed the 
words "Benefit All Mankind." Kurosawa says, "I was left speechless."42 

In carrying out such a task, the works of the immediate postwar era 
belong to the heroic mode of Kurosawa's cinema. This chapter is con
cerned with the structure of that mode and its gradual articulation, the 
contradictions that articulation entailed, and its culmination in Kuro
sawa's first masterpiece, Ikiru. All these works are attempts to construct 
a cinema connected to its topical moment. Even the weakest films of this 
period-One Wonderful S unday (1947) ,  The Quiet Duel (1949),  and 
Scandal (1 9S0 )-are all interpenetrated by the exigencies of wartime col
lapse and the emergence of a new Japan. By contrast with the other, tu
multuous works of this era, these three films have a placid surface that is 
marked by a general absence of radical formal experimentation. One 
Wonderful Sunday chronicles the alternately whimsical and despairing 
adventures of two lovers as they wander through the city, p itting their 
fantasies against the disturbing presence of war orphans and ruined 
buildings. Buffeted by misfortune, the young woman cries out that she 
would die without her dreams. The couple becomes depressed by their 
poverty and the ruined surroundings , but their spirits are rescued by an 
imaginary symphony (Schubert's Unfinished) that the young man con
jures in an empty outdoor auditorium. As he pantomimes the motions of 
a conductor, the imaginary music appears on the soundtrack, heard by 
the characters in the film and the audience watching it. Its affirmation of 
the power of dreams to counter dispiriting realities points toward the 
obsessions of Dodeskaden (1970) and contrasts greatly with the other 
works of this period, which caution against policies of escape.43 

The Quiet Duel visualizes the war as a corrosive, invasive agent, the 
effects of which are felt long after hostilities cease. Toshiro Mifune plays 
a surgeon who contracts syphilis while operating on an infected patient 
at the front, and the remainder of the film studies his efforts to isolate 
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1 3. and 1 4. (Top) Dreams of thei r own coffee shop cheer an impoverished 
couple, amid the postwar rubble. One Wonderful Sunday. (Bottom) Disease as 
a social metaphor: a young doctor (Toshiro Mifune) battles syph i l i s  i n  postwar 
Japan. The Quiet Duel. (Museum of Modern ArVFi lm St i l ls Archive) 
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himself from those who love him and to eradicate the infection. Al
though the presentation of the hospital clinic includes many incidents 
and characters that would receive their consummate expression in Red 
Beard, the situation is essentially melodramatic in that it depends on 
Mifune not telling others of his condition. This melodrama displaces the 
implicit metaphor of the war as disease, and the metaphor does not re
ceive the kind of elaborate treatment that distinguishes Drunken Angel 
and Stray Dog. 

Scandal attempts to criticize the sensationalistic reporting of lurid 
newspapers , one of which falsely reports a sexual liaison between a well
known artist and a singer. Kurosawa felt that such abuse of power by 
the press was symptomatic of the postwar obsession with freedom of 
speech.44 These issues, however, are never really explored. Most of the 
film concentrates on the corrupt lawyer Hiruta (Takas hi Shimura), his 
tubercular daughter, and his last-minute act of moral redemption. As 
Richie observes, "When the lawyer enters he takes over the picture."45 
The psychological focus on Hiruta tends to undermine Kurosawa's de
sire to expose the injustices of yellow journalism, and he has acknowl
edged that the film developed in a direction he had not intended.46 The 
imagery of Scandal is, for Kurosawa, amazingly pedestrian, but this may 
be in reaction to the formal energy of Stray Dog (1949) ,  the film that 
preceded it and which Kurosawa felt was too full of "technique."47 

These three films are perhaps best viewed as necessary mediocrities, 
productions that enabled Kurosawa to relax between the rigors of the 
major works, No Regrets for Our Youth (1946) ,  Drunken Angel (1948) , 

Stray Dog (1949) ,  and Ikiru (1952) .  

No Regrets for Our Youth, Kurosawa's first film of the postwar period, 
is directly concerned with the process of cultural transformation. It 
"takes the problem of the self as its theme."48 It launches the works of 
this period by offering a heroine who, in a dogged search for meaning in 
her life, breaks with the class and gender roles assigned to her. Yukie 
(Setsuko Hara) is the daughter of a university professor, schooled, as a 
marriageable bourgeois woman, in the arts of the piano and flower
arranging. But she chafes at the inert and passive life that awaits her and 
seeks a principled outlet for her passions and strengths.  She initially 
finds this in one of her father's students, Noge (Susumu Fujita) , who is 
active in left-wing movements fighting Japan's drift toward war. The film 
charts two transformations, the nation's plunge into militarism and 
Yukie's ascent to the strength of self that enables her to endure privation 
and to sustain a principled commitment to a community. Noge is impris-
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1 5 . The corrupt lawyer Hiruta (Takash i  Sh imura) and his  victim (Toshi ro Mifune). 
Scandal. (Museum of Modern Art/F i l m  Sti l l s  Archive) 

oned for his leftist activities and dies mysteriously in his jail cell .  Yukie, 
now on her own, determines to join Noge's parents in their poor village, 
where she works and lives as a peasant, dedicating herself to improving 
the farmers' living conditions. Her desertion of family and class back
ground to assist a poor vi llage, her perseverance in the face of enormous 
obstacles, her assu mption of responsibility for her own life and for the 
well-being of others, and her existential loneliness once she is severed 
from her family, friends, husband, and class-all these qualities are es
sential to Kurosawan heroism and make of Yukie the first coherent ex
pression of that example. 

The film was i nspired by a well-known incident in which Yukitoki 
Takigawa, a u niversity professor, was dismissed from his post for alleg
edly leftist thought. The character of Noge is modeled on Hotsumi Ozaki, 
who was arrested and executed as a spy during the war. Intensifying 
the poli tical background of the film, it was shot during a series of strikes 
at T6h6 studios in the immediate postwar period, at a time when left
wing movements were resurgent, buoyed by prestige accruing from 
their opposition to militarism before the war and by the Occupation's 
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initially lenient labor policies.49 As a symptom of this background, the 
film offers an acute and pointed evocation of the nation's embrace of 
militarism. As Ky6ko Hirano has discussed, however, the film's politics 
are ambiguous and muted. 50 Noge's precise antiwar activities are not 
specified, and he keeps them a secret from Yukie, who does not carry 
on his work after his death. Despite the charismatic leftist Noge, who 
is a central character, No Regrets for Our Youth can hardly be said to 
be a politically acute, or even a Marxist, work. Instead, its passionate 
drama reflects the heated atmosphere of its time, and following Noge's 
death, the narrative substitutes Yukie's apolitical participation in peas
ant life for his anti imperialist struggle. Indeed, rather than a politically 
focused work, Hirano finds the film to be an embodiment of general CIE 

film policies. Its plot is constructed so as to emphasize a number of the 
Occupation's reform programs:  highlighting characters who stood for po
litical freedom, the emancipation of women, and agrarian reform.51 In
deed, so emblematic of SCAP reforms does Hirano find the film to be, and 
so well received was it by the Occupation authorities, that she suggests 
the idea for its production may even have come from CIE, though Kuro
sawa disagrees.52 

No Regrets for Our Youth is the only Kurosawa film with a woman at 
its center, the only work in which he offers heroism with a female face 
(excepting The Most Beautiful,  in which the characters exist as little 
more than sketches).53 Yukie's responses to her stifling middle-class en
vironment are handled with great compassion, and her transformation 
from bourgeois woman to peasant is rendered with reference to cultural 
codes of physical beauty. 54 Yukie exchanges her soft blouses and makeup 
for coarse farm clothing and assumes a ruddy complexion. Kurosawa 
dissolves a shot of her gentle, delicate hands playing the piano into a 
shot of those same hands, coarsened and roughened by rice planting, 
making explicit the class component that constructs the codes of beauty 
and physical deportment. Discussing this imagery and these contrasts, 
Joan Mellen has noted that Yukie as a peasant is a far more vibrant and 
compellingly beautiful woman than as the soft and rather pampered pro
fessor's daughter. 55 Kurosawa, however, would never again extend such 
attention to a female character in his cinema. In all future works, the 
protagonists would be men, and the kind of philosophical and dramatic 
issues that would attract Kurosawa would be unrelated to issues of 
male-female relations. Indeed, one is struck by how asexual Kurosawa's 
films are. Their almost complete lack of interest in erotic matters aligns 
them somewhat with adolescent masculine fantasies, in which adven-
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ture always takes precedence over eros. Kurosawa's is a world of men, 
and his interests are not piqued by the sexuality or the psychology of 
men and women in relation to each other. In this respect, No Regrets for 
Our Youth does not explore differences of gender identity so much as it 
merely extends the social roles and narrative functions usually assumed 
by men in his cinema to a woman. Unlike a male-oriented director like 
Sam Peckinpah, Kurosawa is not hostile to women, but his general lack 
of interest in them should be regarded as a major limitation of his work. 

No Regrets for Our Youth offers the initial definition of Kurosawan 
heroism, but this is worked out almost entirely as a matter of content and 
is expressed through the actors' performances. In general (excepting a 
notably " jump-cut" sequence), the film lacks the clashing images Kuro
sawa brought to Sanshiro Sugata and would extend in later films. De
spite its dramatic excellence and the heartfelt quality of the perform
ances, the film is without the formal energy of his best work, and this 
may be due to his disappointment at having to film from a script that was 
revised against his wishes.56 The contest between the individual and the 
culture driving his work entailed a confrontation of structures,  of medie
val and modern, of East and West, and the aesthetic transformation of 
these structures. The language of Kurosawa's films had to learn to speak 
this transformation. In doing so , future films would search in greater 
detail for the shape and nature of the self that would help the cause of 
national recovery and for the cinematic forms that would be appropriate 
imaginative groundings for this new individual. 

With Drunken Angel ( 1948) ,  one of his most celebrated works, Kuro
sawa felt, at last, that he had come into his own as a d irector. 57 In this 
film, he is explicitly engaged in the tasks of postwar reconstruction and 
the corresponding search for appropriate cinematic forms. He has set his 
characters and narrative in the midst of a desolate and ruined Japan, 
where the buildings are blasted shells and the black market thrives.58 As 
a film that chronicles the realities of wartime collapse, Drunken Angel 
has often been compared with the work of the Italian neorealists, yet this 
comparison is misleading since the neorealists stressed the importance 
of a recessive style, the imperative for the filmmaker to interfere with the 
materials of the film as little as possible. The essential truths of a film's 
subject were to emerge by way of unmediated observation. 59 The se
quence in Open City where Rossellini cuts from Anna Magnani's remark 
about the proximity of the Allied forces to a shot of a bombed building is 
a rare instance of stylistic intervention and the use of editing to make an 
editorial point. This kind of manipulation, infrequent in neorealist 
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1 6. Yukie (Setsuko Hara) before her transformalion, as a priv i leged professor's 
daughter. No Regrets for Our Youth. (Museum of Modern ArUF i l m  Sti l ls Archive) 

films, is very common in Drunken Angel. The film is filled with objects 
treated as explicit symbols, a character who functions in a purely theatri
cal manner to signal narrative shifts, and the familiar use of repetition to 
heighten the presence of a structural device. In short, though it responds 
to the same general circumstances, Drunken Angel should not be re
garded as a film in the neorealist manner. Style is simply too important 
to Kurosawa for him to attempt to hide it. Moreover, he is not concerned 
with exp licitly working-class realities , as were De Sica and Rossellini .  
The problems his characters grapple with are larger than life i n  the man
ner of Dostoevsky-spiritual and symbolic crises rather than such delib
erately mundane issues as the theft of a bicycle. 

In the film Kurosawa studies the relationship between a diseased 
gangster and a doctor working in the slums of a destroyed city. Through 
the dynamics of this relationship Kurosawa attempts to describe a new 
ethic for Japan and the shape of a new social order. The narrative-and 
the film itself-is dominated by a huge sump , a filthy cesspool i nto 
which the urban residents dump their garbage and which becomes "the 
center of the film, its core."60 It bubbles viciously, and i n  its mire are 
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stuck pieces of wood, a bicycle, an umbrella, a child's toy. The imagery 
of the sump provides the structuring principle of the film. The narrative 
and the characters keep returning to it, and the efforts of the doctor to 
cure the gangster of tuberculosis are as much an attempt to free him of the 
destructive codes of a corrupt and ruined world. "Your lung's like this 
place," Sanada (Takas hi Shimura) , the doctor, tells Matsunaga (Toshiro 
Mifune), and the image cuts to a close-up of the festering pool. The war
time destruction of society provides both the hope for regeneration as 
well as the near impossibility of accomplishing it. The remarkable qual
ity of Drunken Angel is its ability to sustain this tension, its suspension 
of the hope for recovery within an encompassing and tragic vision of its 
foredoomed nature. 

In the first sequence Kurosawa lays bare his narrative geometry, the 
causal laws that will form and shape his story. As the credits end, a close
up shows the sump with the lights of the city reflected on its fetid sur
face .  A medium shot of three women follows, and as they leave the 
frame, a guitar player is revealed in the background. The camera then 
tilts down from the guitarist to the pool and begins to track along its 
surface as the city is once more mirrored in its waters. The track is inter
rupted by a cut to a shot of two members of Matsunaga's gang, as one 
complains about all the mosquitoes that swarm near the water. A cut 
then takes us inside Sanada's office, where Matsunaga has come to have 
a bullet removed from his hand. 

This opening sequence, as often happens in Kurosawa's films, has il
lustrated in purely visual terms the essential narrative structure. The co
ordinates of the film have been defined : the sump, mosquitoes ,  and crim
inality. Mosquitoes breed in the cesspool and linger about, as do the 
hookers we have seen, and "they come out when he plays," as San ada 
observes about the guitarist. The musician is a formal device, a character 
who serves to signify transitional moments in the narrative. The camera 
returns to him in a long shot or tracks across the sump to reveal his pres
ence. He plays when Matsunaga comes to Sanada in a drunken plea for 
help, and his playing signals the return from prison of Okada, Matsu
naga's boss, a character who, like Sanada, lays claim to Matsunaga's soul, 
but with the intent of destroying it. 

The action and the characters are circumscribed by the proximity of 
the sump, to which the camera repeatedly connects them. These linking 
shots demonstrate Kurosawa's affection for the repetition of a formal de
vice, but they also describe the terms of the moral equation that the film 
lays out. An elaborate l inkage is established, first for Miyo, Sanada's 



W I L L P O W E R  C A N  C U R  E 

nurse, and then later for Matsunaga, and the connection is appropriate 
because both are characters Sanada is trying to reform. He has taken 
Miyo , who is Okada's wife, as his nurse and has cared for the woman and 
helped heal her emotional scars while Okada was in prison. Miyo wor
ries , however, about Okada's return and often suggests that she should go 
to him. This precipitates a fight with Sanada one evening at dinner, and 
Kurosawa ends the scene with a slow track away from Miyo, past the 
shoji screen, out to and across the sump. The track is interrupted by a 
dissolve back to Miyo, but then another dissolve returns us to the sump, 
and the track resumes, ending with a tilt up to the guitar player. The 
images have suspended, and defined, Miyo in terms of an iconography of 
decay. The same visualization is repeated with Matsunaga. When he fi
nally submits to Sanada for treatment and collapses on the floor in a 
drunken stupor, the camera tracks past him to the pool outside and tilts 
up to the guitar player (and to Okada who appears a moment later) . Both 
Matsunaga and Miyo, the victims of Okada and of the postwar world,  are 
bound by linking movements to the film's central symbol of postwar col
lapse. The camera constrains their freedom of action by patterns of move
ment that confine them in a narrow and malignant space. Later, when he 
meets Okada, just back from prison, Matsunaga is standing by the sump , 
and Okada's shadow, announcing his entrance,  appears first on the sur
face of the pool and then falls across Matsunaga. 

The film ,  then, traces a series of movements and describes a pattern of 
imagery that has the pool as its center. Richie sees these tracking shots as 
describing cause-and-effect-the sump and s ickness-but the imagery i s  
more m ultitextured,  and the social realities t o  which i t  points more intri
cate than a metaphor of l inear causation can express.61 We should con
sider more precisely the symbology of the sump and how this structures 
the relationship between Sanada and Matsunaga, for the pool is a contra
dictory signifier, and this ambivalence drives the film. The film takes its 
rhythm from a series of meetings between Sanada and Matsunaga, which 
are heralded, and then closed, by shots of the sump. The doctor wants to 
cure the gangster of his tuberculosis, but this is to be more than a physi
cal cure. As in Ikiru and Red Beard , the illness of an individual functions 
as a metaphor for a more general social and spiritual sickness.62 The doc
tor tells the young gangster that men living as he does get tuberculosis 
easily, and Sanada is referring to more than the condition of his lungs. He 
examines Matsunaga yet continually offers a gloomy diagnosis, saying 
that he cannot last much longer and is beyond hope. These remarks en
rage Matsunaga, and the narrative dynamics are sparked by the sustained 
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17. Matsunaga (Toshi ro Mifune) struggles with San ada (Takashi Shimura), the 
doctor who wishes to cure his diseased body and spirit in Kurosawa's al legorical 
Drunken Angel. (Museum of Modern ArVFi lm Stills Archive) 

tensions, the clashes and brawls of these characters as they meet, argue, 
fight, separate. and obsessively seek each other out once more. 

Sanada's apparently gratuitous and insulting remarks are actually a 
kind of instruction. In Sanada's relationship to Matsunaga, Kurosawa is 
defining the first really important master-pupil relationship in his cin
ema that incorporates a social c ritique. The doctor's ethical instruction 
proceeds by way of moral and emotional shock, by confronting Matsu
naga with his own mortality and insisting that he face it. In this, his 
instruction is like that of t he Zen masters who would bang their pupils 
on the head with a log if they gave the wrong answer. Sanada repeatedly 
taunts Matsunaga with his imminent death because the gangster denies 
his fear with a front of bravado and swagger (which Kurosawa portrays 
satirically-he does not take gangsters seriously). 

A clue to the importance of the imperative for Matsunaga to confront 
his illness comes w hen San ada extracts the bullet from his hand. Sanada 
brutally clamps t he wound open without anaesthetic while he probes 
and cleans t he damaged tissue. Matsunaga cries out that he needs an 
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anaesthetic, but Sanada refuses to give him one. This is Kurosawa's pre
scription for postwar Japan: a direct confrontation with social illness and 
the courage to take the remedy straight, without anaesthetic. It is, as well, 
the general moral stance of his cinema and a command Kurosawa per
sonally experienced in his own life. After the great Kanto earthquake in 
1923, he and his brother, Heigo, went to view the destruction. Con
fronted with mountains of grotesque, decaying corpses, his brother told 
him, "If you shut your eyes to a frightening sight, you end up being 
frightened. If you look at everything straight on, there is nothing to be 
afraid of."63 But what, exactly, is it that Sanada wants Matsunaga to face? 

The gangster defiantly tells the doctor that he doesn't want to be saved, 
that everyone has to die. Matsunaga's resignation to fate and death is 
precisely what Sanada struggles to overcome. He tells Matsunaga that he 
wants to cure him but can't  when he's dead and cremated. Sanada's chal
lenge to Matsunaga is to discard this passivity, to have the courage to 
change, to get well, and this is a message intended for all Japanese in the 
postwar period. But in order to recover, Matsunaga will have to leave the 
yakuza (gangster) world because that world incarnates a stock of behav
ior inappropriate to modern life. The codes of the yakuza enforce a hier
archical model of human relationships, founded on notions of obligation 
and sacrifice, that is consistent with a contractual, perhaps even feudal, 
conception of human relationships. The Occupation authorities appar
ently thought so. The Supreme Commander for Allied Powers consid
ered the black market social organization, which involved a system of 
reciprocal obligations and rights between superior and subordinate gang 
members, a threat to the democratic program of the Occupation since 
these relations were thought to be "feudalistic."64 Through its caustic 
portrayal of such relationships, embodied in the Matsunaga-Okada pair
ing, Drunken Angel sets out a thoroughgoing social critique that earlier 
films like Sanshiro Sugata and They Who Tread on the Tiger's Tail could 
not bring off. As Kurosawa said, he wanted to "take a scalpel and dissect 
the yakuza."65 

Matsunaga, obligated to his boss Okada, has been managing the gang's 
territory while Okada was in prison. When he walks through town, 
shopkeepers bow to him and offer him free goods. When Matsunaga en
ters a bar to converse with Sanada, everyone else leaves, and the crowd 
watches Matsunaga with awe from outside the window. Matsunaga loves 
his place atop the local hierarchy, but his obligations to the yakuza 
world will kil l  him as surely as his tuberculosis. The bullet in the hand 
was just a warning. Okada's command to drink in celebration of his 
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return is contrary to Sanada's warning to avoid liquor, and the drunken 
night of revelry that follows precipitates a hemorrhage that nearly fin
ishes Matsunaga. 

While u nder Sanada's care, Matsunaga is visited by Okada, who de
mands to know why he is there. Matsunaga answers that he is indebted 
to Sanada for the health care, which precipitates an angry outburst from 
the doctor, who tells him to forget about debts and act l ike a patient. 
Sanada rages not only against the sump and the tuberculosis it breeds, 
but also against the retrograde codes of duty, debt, and obligation that 
strangle characters like Matsunaga and Miyo. After Okada's visit , Miyo is 
restless and is about to return to him, but Sanada warns her not to , saying 
bitterly that the Japanese like to punish themselves with petty sacrifices. 
In place of her traditional, submissive response, Sanada insists on 
Miyo's right to determine her own life and to decide whether she wants 
to live with Okada. 

Sanada told Matsunaga earlier that he had come to him out of kind
ness. Stop being proud, come and see me, Sanada had said. The antidote 
for tuberculosis is not simply a matter of medicine but requires finding 
a new way of acting that is not structured by formal hierarchies and for
getting about pride, i ndebtedness, and all the rest of the traditional bag
gage. " Willpower can cure all human ailments," Sanada proclaims to his 
patients. This willpower refers to a new set of social codes , and the film 
urges their necessity by dramatizing how destructive the old ways are. 
For Matsunaga's fate is not cure but death, and he goes to his extinction 
out of concern over his reputation. He loses his honor when Okada 
fi nally seizes his  territory, and agai nst Sanada's wishes he leaves the 
cli nic and provokes a showdown with Okada. During the fight, he is 
knifed and dies alone, leaving Sanada, in the film's coda, to rage with 
frustration over the senselessness of his death. 

The film's critique of outmoded behavioral codes is strikingly visual
ized i n  this fight. It is filmed with baroque angles as the grappling men 
pant with exhaustion and grimace wildly with fear. The fight is awkward 
and ugly, especially so when they upset a can of paint and slide gro
tesquely on the slippery floor, trying to inflict death while escaping their 
own. Kurosawa carefully avoids creating images or music that would 
glorify the fight or add a falsely noble drama, as he does in the final 
encounter between Sanshiro Sugata and Higaki. Instead, he films it as a 
tragic a nd repellent affair, as Matsunaga, splattered with white paint like 
a clown, dies a pitiful and lonely death. 
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Earlier, Sanada's housekeeper asked if Matsunaga had any parents, 
and the gangster snarled in reply that he had no such things. Bereft of 
parents and the ties to the past that they signify, dislocated by the 
upheavals of the war, enjoying American jazz and Western-style night
clubs, Matsunaga represents the emergent generation of Japanese youth, 
cut off from the past yet bound by the terms of its behavior and the com
pulsion of its social rituals. In this sense, the imagery of the sump to 
which Matsunaga is continually linked describes the ambivalence of the 
film. For, on the one hand, the sump is associated with the self-sacrifi
cial. and suicidal, codes of the yakuza. Matsunaga's relation to Okada is 
bound by the same terms of fealty as that between a samurai and his lord. 
When, at the end, Matsunaga comes to kill Okada, both men are linked by 
a long, slow dissolve to the sump. Yet, on the other hand, the sump also 
represents a historically novel form of corruption, a newly emergent cul
tural degradation. Early in the film, Kurosawa cuts from a close-up of the 
pool to a shot of a loudspeaker blaring Western jazz. The social chaos and 
confusion that the film documents are due not only to the recent bomb
ings and the widespread disease but also to the gaudy, neon-lit night
clubs that blight the landscape and fill the air with raucous music. When 
Okada first appears in the film, he is framed so that the bright sign of the 
"No. I" dance hall is visible just beyond his shoulder. 

This is the club Matsunaga will visit with Okada during the night that 
ends in hemorrhage. As Matsunaga, drunk, slumps half-dead in his seat, 
a jazz band starts to play, and Kurosawa, emulating Busby Berkeley, uses 
an elaborate crane shot to move into a close-up of the band's singer 
(Shizuko Kasagi, a popular singer of the period whose exaggerated bod
ily swaying was emblematic of the more liberal postwar atmosphere). 
He then cuts back to Matsunaga, semi-conscious, as the music blares. 
Borrowing syntax from the American cinema, Kurosawa stages a self
consciously " musical" sequence to comment on the Americanization of 
Japan. More interestingly, by cutting back and forth from Matsunaga, 
half-dead, to the band , he suggests that this disturbance of the indige
nous culture is killing Matsunaga as much as the tuberculosis. The very 
codes of the Western cinema become signifiers of corruption and of 
Matsunaga's fall from power (and life). If the sump is the source of the 
disease, it is linked to another disease, pernicious foreign influences 
and the loss of Japanese culture during and after the American Occupa
tion. Although American music was popular before the war, Kurosawa 
uses American boogie-woogie to portray the yakuza and to evoke a con-
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fused and frenetic cultural atmosphere. As viewed in the film, these in
fluences have disturbed the landscape nearly as much as the bombings 
have, and although Kurosawa seeks to soften the brutal yakuza network 
of honor and obligation by creating a safe space for the individual (visu
alized in terms of Sanada's clinic, which shelters the wounded psyches 
of Miyo and Matsunaga), he does not do so by embracing the culture of 
the West. Its presence in this film, as in many of the later works, is felt as 
poisonous. 

Drunken Angel is a film about a double loss of identity. One loss the 
film urges as progressive. This is Sanada's effort to cure Matsunaga of his 
resignation and passivity before death and the yakuza culture. This loss 
implies the necessity of forging a new sense of self, of separating from 
social customs and institutions in which the individual is a subordinate 
appendage of family, clan, or nation. But the price of this necessary sepa
ration is isolation and loneliness. Sanada is a poor doctor working in the 
slums, and, when he meets his old classmate Takahama, who drives a car 
and carries a gilt cigarette case, he sees the doctor he might have become 
had he used the profession for its profit-making potential. Matsunaga 
says he doesn't like doctors. They are always lying to make money. But 
Sanada speaks wistfully of being too old to change and thinks of the 
money he might have made. He is an isolated member of his profession, 
but his anonymous work in the slums is endorsed by the film as the 
honorable course. The codes of established society clearly will not do 
because they harm and oppress the individual , yet an alternate set of 
codes has not yet emerged. In the meantime, Kurosawa insists that his 
heroes take their stand, alone, against tradition and battle for a better 
world, even if the path there is not clear. Separation from a corrupt social 
system in order to alleviate human suffering, as Sanada does, is the only 
honorable course. 

Yet this course is complicated by a larger, national schizophrenia con
stituting a second erosion of self. This schizophrenia is the result of the 
Americanization of Japan. Drunken Angel describes a world out of kilter 
and control, suffering the devastation of bombs and cultural imports. 
"The period immediately following the end of war was marked by social, 
cultural, economic, political , and religious confusion . . . .  [People] were 
bewildered at the loss of direction and meaning in life, for they sensed 
that the Japan they had known was crumbling before their eyes."66 Dur
ing a later sequence when Matsunaga, dying and abandoned by his ya
kuza friends, huddles by the sump, Kurosawa films him with a series of 
extremely fragmentary and destabilized compositions that recall E isen-
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18. Matsunaga fa l ls u nder the i nfluence of the gang boss, Okada. Drunken 
Angel. (Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive) 

stein's mon tages of graphic d esign within the frame. Matsunaga leans 
against a c ollapsed post to form a harsh d iagonal in the frame, and Kuro
sawa then reverses the orientation of this d iagonal by a s eries of revers e
field cuts and alternating, obliqu e  camera angl es. These compositions 
describe a world that is skewed and wildly off-center, and the camera's 
perspective reels in a drunken fashion. 

The film cries out angrily, in the person of Sanada, against a d efeatest 
mentality and a tol erance for the black market and the criminality rife in 
postwar Japan, and it urges that Japanese have the courage to change, as 
Sanada tries to get Matsunaga to do. But change to what? Th e film offers 
no effective alternative. Sanada is effectively vanquished by Okada, 
whose world reclaims Matsunaga and ex ecu tes h im, and the postwar 
landscape itself confuses and undermines a s ense of direction. Matsu
naga has internalized these contradictions, embodying the fragmenta
tion of the new and its culture. During the fight with Okada, Kurosawa 
frames Matsunaga in a three-paneled mirror, splitting and reduplicating 
his image. Matsu naga can only die, poisoned by the sump and postwar 
Japan, yet bound to the old ways and unable to free h imself of them. He 
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is doubly trapped and murdered, by the future as well as the past. That 
past is clearly foreclosed. The war has wiped it out. Yet the future is dark, 
too, for the raucous nightclubs can offer no solace. There is only the lim
ited hope that, through willpower and the moral courage to face social 
contradictions, one may prevail and a direction for the future be found. 

The film has been powerfully involved in its social moment, its cri
tique far more passionate than the serene, earlier works. Nevertheless, 
Kurosawa has come to an impasse. His hero, Sanada, has been defeated, 
and Matsunaga, now ashes in an urn, has been linked to the sump for a 
last time when a bar-girl who loved him pauses with his ashes by the 
pool before leaving the city. Unable to find a way out of this dilemma, 
Kurosawa wishes his way through. One of Sanada's patients,  now cured, 
visits him, and the doctor, cheered by this success, walks off with her 
into the crowds of postwar Japan, proclaiming once more that willpower 
can cure all human ailments. As they disappear into the crowd, the cam
era cranes up and back, and Fumio Hayasaka's music swells trium
phantly. Yet one feels it is the sump that has had the last word. 

Despite Sanada's rage for personal and social reform and his brute de
termination to mollify the condition of a world controlled by the yakuza, 
all the doctor can do at the end is to comment bitterly, and without real 
conviction, that Matsunaga was not worth saving. He mutters that hood
lums end that way, as a harsh wind stirs the murky waters of the sump. 
Kurosawa's is an essentially tragic vision of life, and this sensibility up
sets the moral equilibrium of the film and impedes his efforts to realize 
a socially committed mode of filmmaking. Kurosawa has indicated an 
awareness of the structural weaknesses of the film, although he attributes 
these weaknesses to the intense presence of Toshiro Mifune (in his first 
work for the director) . He feels Mifune's performance as the gangster 
overshadowed Takashi Shimura's work as the doctor, who was to have 
been the central character.67 This account of Mifune overpowering the 
director, however, is not fully supported by the finished film because 
Shimura's doctor is an equally memorable character and just as power
ful .  More important, Kurosawa would continue to pair the two actors 
together in subsequent films, often with Shimura in the role of the master 
and teacher. Throughout the first half of Kurosawa's career, Shimura's 
performances very often provide the moral center of the films (Drunken 
Angel,  Stray Dog, Scandal , Rash6mon, lkiru, Seven Samurai) until he is 
eclipsed by Mifune in the mid-1950s, beginning with Record of a Living 
Being. The gentleness and compassion that Shimura projects are central 
to the moral dialogue of these films, and this was never fully recovered 
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after the displacement by Mifune. Mifune's presence in many of the later 
films is superhuman, unlike Shimura's,  and the aggrandizing of this 
presence is a symptom that the stakes in the battles are higher and the 
attendant anxieties over the fate of Kurosawa's project are greater. 

The structural imbalances and thematic vagueness of Drunken Angel, 
then, may be due to other factors than Kurosawa's inability to control 
Mifune on their first outing. They are due, I would suggest, to an essen
tial darkness within Kurosawa's outlook, a darkness held in delicate sus
pension throughout this early portion of his career but which emerges 
with great power later on. Drunken Angel is a film of spatial and narra
tive confinement in which the images and events obsessively center on 
the symbol of the sump . The lotus pond of Sanshiro Sugata, place of 
enlightenment, has in the postwar world become this source of malig
nancy. The action occurs in only a few locations-Sanada's clinic and 
the surrounding bars-that are proximal to the sump. This rigorous vis
ual and narrative restriction generates the central thematic question 
posed by the film: how may good people and a humane ethic, that is, a 
path toward recovery, emerge within such terrible postwar conditions? 

The film is simply not able to answer this question. It is a film of anger 
and blind optimism. "Willpower" must prevail. Drunken Angel poses 
the question basic to the director's postwar project, yet it cannot find 
the answer and thereby imperils the effort. In a film made the following 
year, Kurosawa confronts this impasse again, but this time he is able to 
suggest a way through. Stray Dog portrays the struggle to create a viable 
postwar social ethic and shows explicitly what is the personal cost 
of implementing such an ethic. Kurosawa communicates, and locates, 
these issues within the familiar formulas of a genre picture. The film's 
focus on social crime was shaped by Kurosawa's affection for the detec
tive novels of Georges Simenon, which, like this film, transform familiar 
genre formulas into intense psychological dramas.68 Stray Dog is a police 
thriller about the search by dedicated cops for the "stray dog" of the title ,  
a robber and murderer who is leaving a trail of suffering i n  his path. 
Kurosawa would return again in High and Low to this formula because 
he finds that in this genre he can draw a composite portrait of society. As 
the detectives search for the criminal, a cross-sectional view of Japan 
emerges. In contrast to the formal confinement of Drunken Angel, Stray 
Dog is an expansive film, which takes as its subject postwar Japan and 
becomes a kind of epic of national reconstruction. The action is set amid 
grimy bars, tenements, nightclubs, flophouses, amusement parks, train 
stations, restaurants, and hotels during a blazingly hot summer when 
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19. Compet ing visual tensions in Stray Dog. While Sata (Takashi Shimura) 
questions a witness, two geisha set off a sparkler in the corner of the frame. 
(Museum of Modern ArUFi l m  Sti l ls  Archive) 

dirt. poverty. and unemployment mix with sweat and anger to ignite acts 
of murder. 

S tray Dog is a visually restless film. Kurosawa fills the frames dur
ing the scenes in the nightclubs and dance halls with a kind of von 
Sternberg-like clutter. as nets. hanging plants. gauze. and stairways ob
scure the view and characters have to negotiate their way through these 
obstacles. Frequently. he will place in the frame subtle visual distrac
tions that draw our eye away from the thread of the narrative. As Richie 
notes. "The screen is continually fluttering with the motion of fans. 
folded newspapers . "69 The flutter of these fans. mechanical and hand
held. creates an undercurrent of visual energy that is omnipresent. Dur
ing one scene where a policeman interrogates the madam of a geisha 
house. two women set off a sparkler in the lower right corner of the 
frame. and the detective's words must compete with its shower of light. 

This visual restlessness is also manifest in the alternation of rapidly 
cut montage sequences with scenes shot in a single long take. This re
sul ts in a dynamic push-and-pull quality that charac terizes the entire 
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film.70 This may be clearly seen by analyzing the opening two sequences, 
the first of which is a montage showing how a cop, Murakami (Tashiro 
Mifune) , loses his pistol and the second a single scene in which he con
verses with a department official specializing in pickpockets and looks 
through the records on file of currently operating thieves. The opening 
sequence, dealing with the loss of the gun, consists of 23 shots ,  which 
last two minutes and 45 seconds on screen and have an average length of 
just seven seconds, in contrast to the single scene that follows , which 
lasts four minutes and five seconds and consists of just six shots ,  having 
an average length of 31 seconds. Two of these shots,  however, are merely 
informational inserts held on screen for only a few seconds. If these two 
inserts are eliminated, the average length of the remaining four shots 
(four minutes of screen time) is 40 seconds. By structuring the film in 
this manner, Kurosawa is able to create a rhythm of explosion and recoil ,  
during which tension builds until  another explosive montage occurs. 

Kurosawa's tendency to handle narrative transitions as moments of 
formal excess reaches something of a climax in this film/1 where a single 
montage showing Murakami's search through the districts of Asakusa 
and Ueno lasts an amazing eight minutes and 35 seconds. During this 
sequence, the narrative completely halts while Kurosawa explores the 
purely visual properties of wipes, dissolves, superimpositions, and 
shots articulating movement from the right, left, diagonally, and hori
zontally. Much of the sequence is filmed silently, except for environ
mental sources of music that compete with each other and are cut as an 
acoustical montage.72 As the cop hangs out, trying to look like someone 
displaced by the war, as he is caught in the rain, eats meals, sleeps in a 
flophouse, is interrogated by an unsuspecting policeman, and does a lot 
of walking, narrative time is experienced in a new mode, as duration. 
The montage s tructure, conventionally used in films to supply brief nar
rative transitions , becomes a sequence in i tself and instead of collapsing 
time, as such transitions usually do, expands it  to an astounding degree. 
This is as purely formalistic  a sequence as Kurosawa has ever created. 

The energy and impatience of the film's structure are grounded in the 
urgency of the tasks of social reconstruction. A pickpocket steals Mu
rakami's pistol on a crowded bus, and the film chronicles the cop's anx
ious efforts to find his gun and the killer who is using it. Kurosawa be
gins in the midst of the action. In the first shot, police chief Nakajima 
looks up from his desk and cries, "Your pistol's been stolen?" as the 
camera quickly tracks back from him and around to the right to reveal 
Murakami stooped slightly with humiliation. Screen space is articulated 
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in terms of rapi d  movement violently enlarging perspective, as the track 
shifts the composition from a narrow close-up to a medium shot framing 
both characters. This movement, with its jarring perspectival shift. typi
cal of Kurosawa, becomes a synedoche for the larger moral and narrative 
structure of the film. Murakami will learn in his search to see his own life 
and actions in relationship to all other members of society, while the 
killer, Yusa (KD Kimura) , inversely will come to see only one thing, his 
own need for survival and escape. By beginning the narrative in medias 
res ,  Kurosawa is also able to define Murakami by his loss, the pistol ,  and 
by a larger insufficiency, his own sense of disconnection from others. 
This d isconnection is clarified, and remedied, through his relationship 
with SatD (Takas hi Shimura), the officer investigating the crimes com
mitted with Murakami's stolen pistol. 

When he discovers the gun missing, Murakami tells Nakajima that 
he's ready for his punishment, but he is told not to talk like that. Na
kajima says that this isn't the army. Instead of an institutionalized pun
ishment, the film submits Murakami to an emotional and psychological 
ordeal. A girl is robbed and shot, and when the bullet from her arm 
proves to have come from his gun, Murakami cannot escape a feeling of 
being responsible for her suffering. He submits his resignation, but Na
kajima tears it u p ,  telling him that even though he feels responsible, he 
can't afford to be sensitive in homicide. This is the first of many times 
Murakami's  superiors, especially SatD, will criticize his emotional in
volvement with the case. Kurosawa is interested in studying Murakami's 
responses to the case,  to the crimes, and to the bleakness and criminality 
of the postwar environment because in these responses a means to a bet
ter future may be found. 

The nature of this future is clarified through the relationship with 
SatD, as the narrative, characteristically for Kurosawa, centers on the eth
ical example he offers to Murakami and on Murakami's  own initial dis
tance from it. Like Nakajima, SatD warns Murakami not to let his feelings 
be involved in the case. An officer who is all nerves is no good, SatD tells 
him and reminds him of the consequences for others of his actions. 
When a blackmarketeer who knows the identity of the thief with Mu
rakami's gun is spotted at a baseball game, Murakami rushes to arrest 
him but is stopped by SatD, who tells him that an arrest in the stands may 
injure others. 

SatD's is a harshly dichotomous view of society, in which people are 
divided into the good and the evil .  As he learns more about Yusa's tor
tured life , Murakami tells SatD he feels sorry for Yusa, but SatD snaps 
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back that they can't afford to think that way, that many lambs are killed 
by one wolf. SatD says that writers can analyze the criminal mind, but he 
hates it because it is evil. Murakami ,  however, cannot think like this yet. 
The war has taught him otherwise, has taught him about the power of 
circumstance to affect behavior. He tells SatD that he saw men turn bad 
very easily during the war. SatD wonders reflectively whether their dif
ferences are due to their ages or to the changing times. 

This is the central passage, describing the moral dilemma the film ad
dresses. How may people be expected to behave well in such bad times? 
If they cannot so behave, as Murakami sometimes seems to suggest, how 
may one avoid the necessity of concluding that crime and social oppres
sion are inevitable? The answer to this question will define the shape of 
Kurosawa's attempt to formulate an engaged cinema. In order to explore 
the response of the film to this problem, we need to consider not only 
Murakami but also the peculiar portrayal of Yusa and, especially, the 
relationship between these characters. Murakami not only feels sorry for 
Yusa but accountable for him, just as he cannot escape a similar sense in 
connection with the suffering of Yusa's victims. In part, this is because 
he helped create Yusa's need to steal. Murakami's arrest of a girl working 
for the pistol thief resulted in the confiscation of Yusa's rice ration card. 
Times are so bad that food is the currency of exchange on the black mar
ket. Guns are obtained in exchange for rice cards, and the loss of his card 
impelled Yusa to robbery for survival. Murakami points out that Yusa 
didn't steal the night he borrowed the gun, which means he didn't really 
want to use it. He stole only following the loss of his card. 

But Murakami also feels a kinship to the criminal. Both Yusa and Mu
rakami had their fortunes destroyed by the war. Yusa turned to crime, yet 
Murakami ,  feeling his life was at a dangerous point when he could begin 
to steal, decided to become a cop. Similar past misfortune produces the 
bond Murakami feels with the thief. Nevertheless, they responded differ
ently, and it is on this difference that Kurosawa makes his film pivot. 

For most of the narrative, Yusa is not seen directly. The conditions of 
his life are powerfully communicated through his personal effects and 
through people's memories of him. His sister tells the police that Yusa 
changed completely after the war. She says that his knapsack was stolen, 
and this made him go bad. She shows the cops the pathetic little room 
where he stayed. It is a small ,  pitiful hovel (like the shack where the 
kidnapper of High and Low lives).  The sister recalls that he would sit 
here in the dark, hold his head, and cry. The police find a diary in which 
Yusa records his misery. He writes that he can't sleep and keeps hearing 
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a cat that followed him home in the rain. He reflects that it would die 
anyway, so he decided to kill it and recalls how it felt to step on it, con
cluding that it was as worthless as he. In his alienation and abject misery, 
Yusa recalls characters from the work of Kurosawa's favorite author, 
Dostoevsky's Raskolnikov, or the underground man. The film's multi
voiced perspective on the thief is very like the novelist's mode of presen
tation. An intensely compassionate presentation of Yusa's spiritual an
guish is coupled with a horrified awareness of the injustices of his acts. 

These acts are carefully rooted in the conditions of social and eco
nomic collapse and are symptoms of that disorder. Yusa had been a sol
dier doing his duty in the emperor's war. When he returned home, no 
jobs could be found, and all his possessions were stolen. The times are 
very bad. (The pickpocket who initially steals the gun was famous for 
working in a kimono but has since switched to a dress, perfume, and a 
permanent because she is down on her luck.) Yusa responds to the disor
der with criminality, as Mastsunaga did in Drunken Angel. Yet Kuro
sawa suggests here that this is an insufficient response by arguing that 
individuals are still free to choose good or evil. Murakami tells Yusa's 
girlfriend that times are bad but that is no excuse for doing wrong. SatD 
says that Yusa and Murakami are different, that Murakami is "genuine," 
and this difference is indeed the point of the film. In this respect, the 
ending of Stray Dog is ambiguous. Murakami finally locates Yusa at a 
train station and, after a fight, apprehends him. During the fight, how
ever, their similar clothing and the long-shot framing create a blending of 
their forms so that it is sometimes hard to tell who is whom. After the 
fight, they both lie exhausted in a field of flowers, positioned similarly 
and framed symmetrically. This has been interpreted to mean that Kuro
sawa is saying both men are the same, that cop and killer are, after all, 
brothers. " [S) ince both are human the fact that each assumes the identity 
of dog or cat, cop or robber, is accidental. . . .  Man's fight against evil is 
artificial, man himself is both hero and villain, in himself.' 073 But Kuro
sawa is not saying that both cop and robber are the same. Only on their 
necessary difference can Kurosawa fashion a standard of behavior appro
priate for a new world. By insisting on the inescapability of choice, on 
that which differentiates the men, he is able to locate a space for the 
development of self. Murakami and Yusa must be different. Otherwise, 
the ethical model the film constructs will collapse. 

Yusa is apres-guerre, SatD says. The thief and killer whose crimes are 
symptomatic of the current social debris represents a national self, 
crushed and deformed by the war and its aftermath, and recovery entails 
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suppressing and abandoning this self. In this sense, Yusa is Murakami's 
evil double, a doppelganger who must be symbolically apprehended. 
The ethical component advanced by this portrayal is the insistence that 
people are not determined by their social conditions but retain a power 
of will and action independently of their circumstances, as Murakami 
demonstrated when he decided to become a cop. To this degree, then, 
Stray Dog is a film about the danger of feeling and about the need to 
renounce compassion. All SatD's warnings to Murakami are admonitions 
about the essential evil of criminals. They are evil because they lack the 
will to do differently and must be condemned and exorcised from the 
social fabric. Sat6 says that the police guard society, and Kurosawa cuts 
to shots of SatD's children sleeping peacefully, showing the prize and the 
tranquillity that SatD protects. From the sleeping children Kurosawa 
then cuts to an abandoned child's toy at the home of a woman Yusa has 
just murdered, clearly demonstrating that Yusa's essential sin is the 
breach of social sanctity, symbolized in the death of the mother and the 
child absent from its toy. Children figure as a recurrent motif throughout 
the film. Kurosawa lingers on a close-up of a toy horse at SatD's house, 
and in the tenement where Yusa's girlfriend lives, SatD pauses to play 
with a small toy doll. Children for Kurosawa, as for Dostoevsky, are em
blems of the vulnerability of human life and ,  in their suffering, of the 
basic evil of the world (in contrast to a filmmaker like Sam Peckinpah, 
for whom kids embody the violence of life) . Yusa's violation is unforgiv
able because it threatens the sleeping children of the next generation, 
those who will emerge from the ashes of the war and inhabit a new Japan. 

Moreover, like Mitya Karamazov in Dostoevsky's  novel ,  Murakami 
discovers his fundamental responsibility to all other members of the so
cial order, discovers the interconnectedness of their lives. His lost gun 
results in two robberies , one murder, and an attempted murder, all with 
his bullets. " [M]ake yourself responsible for everything and for all men, 
you will see at once that it is really so, and that you are to blame for every 
one and for all things," Dostoevsky had written in The Brothers Karama
zov. These are the terms informing SatD's and Murakami 's guardianship 
of society, and they are terms that no Kurosawa hero after this will ever 
be allowed to escape. The problem, however, with this harsh lesson in 
the renunciation of feeling is that compassion may not be reconcilable 
with the kind of spiritual austerity that SatD exemplifies. He tells Mu
rakami that, in time, he will forget his feelings for Yusa and for criminals 
like that. This prediction, however, is contradicted by the terms of 
Yusa's portrayal in the film. When he is finally apprehended, Yusa col-
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20. Murakami (Tashiro M ifune) and Sato h unt for the k i l ler. Stray Dog. 
(Museum of Modern Art/Film Sti l ls Archive) 

lapses in a field, exhausted by the chase. He is handcuffed and looks up, 
seeing flow ers against the sky and hea ring the songs of a passing band of 
children. Remorse and misery overwhelm him, and he emits a long, hear
trending wail that d oes n ot stop. Kurosawa fades out on the cry, but it 
lingers and comes to inform the film as a destabilizing force. Despite 
S ato's confident words to Murakami , we remember far too well this 
awful cry and, probably, so does Murakami. He hears Sato's words but 
remains unconvinced , and Kurosawa ends the film here, with Murakami 
suspended between Yusa's scream and Sato's reassuring prediction. The 
dynamic between the older and the younger det ective is the struggle for 
an emergent and coherent social program that takes as a central problem 
the place and role of the compassionate response in an oppressive world . 
The differences in the models offered by Sato and Murakami are left in 
tension, their irresolution haunting the film. 

This lack of resolution is informed by what the fi lm represses and by 
the energy of repressing it. In Yusa, Kurosawa investigates the genesis of 
criminality and the disintegration of what once was, perhaps , a good and 
gentle ma n. Despite the richly textured portrait of postwar Japan that 
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emerges through the detectives' search, the focus of the film is an un
relentingly individualist one. Criminality is defined as a matter of indi
vidual choice. No matter how bad conditions are, Kurosawa is saying, 
people still have the power to determine how they will respond. With 
regard to this issue, he has observed: 

[P]eople are subject to what is called destiny. This destiny lies 
not so much in their environment or their position in life as 
within their individual personality as it adapts to that environ
ment and that position. 74 

Granting that there is some truth to the theory that defects in 
society give rise to the emergence of criminals, I still maintain 
that those who use this theory as a defense of criminality are 
overlooking the fact that there are many people in this defective 
society who survive without resorting to crime. The argument to 
the contrary is pure sophistry.75 

In arguing for the autonomous self as a positive value in postwar Ja
pan, Kurosawa overturns, and in a sense reverses, centuries of tradition 
in which an individual's range of choice was constrained, and largely 
determined, by the ties of family, class, and clan. But in taking the 
enormous step of locating destiny within the personality, of regarding 
the environment as a kind of psychical superstructure, Kurosawa's 
filmmaking loses touch with something essential to its committed na
ture: the social world. The restless visual and narrative energy of Stray 
Dog is comprehensible as a stratagem to contain and deny an arena of 
meaning that could prove fatal to the moral project the film announces, 
and this is a recognition of the social construction of criminality. 
Throughout much of the film, despite the centrality of the black market 
to the narrative, this recognition is absent. In two sequences, however, a 
novel and, for the film, a structurally disturbing perspective emerges. 
When Murakami confronts Yusa at the end, he is shot, and they grapple 
in the mud, their white clothing soiled by sweat, blood, and dirt-a 
primal scene. The power of this elemental encounter is heightened by 
the music of Mozart suddenly and eerily drifting through the woods from 
a distant piano. In contrast to this scene of primitive violence, the seren
ity of the Mozart is, literally, other-worldly.76 It comes from the neat, 
well-ordered home of a bourgeois girl practicing her music by the open 
window. No Regrets for Our Youth has provided a context for evaluating 
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this image: this girl is like a version of Yukie before her transformation, 
the Yukie whose pampered passivity Noge had gently chided. Here, 
in Stray Dog, two class perspectives briefly intersect as the girl stops 
playing, looks out her window, sees the men in the distance, and stifling 
an indolent yawn, returns to her music. Yusa is hungry, dirty, and job
less, but this girl is well fed and well dressed, ensconced in a comforta
ble, clean home. If Yusa is a legacy of the war years, she is a vision of a 
Japan untouched by war, poverty, and violence and, as she languidly 
turns away from the window, of the remoteness of the bourgeoisie from 
the sufferings of the people. She is the image of class difference and 
indifference. 

The film is constructed as a general denial of class. The girl is but a 
brief intrusion into the narrative , and the important distinctions between 
people, the film suggests, are the moral ones, those that separate Mu
rakami and Yusa. Such an assertion, however, can be founded only on 
repression, and what is repressed generally returns , as it does here with 
a vengeance. When Murakami questions Harumi Namiki, Yusa's girl
friend, he learns that Yusa committed the robberies to buy her an expen
sive dress she had seen in a store window. Kurosawa places them on 
opposite sides of the frame, with the dress spread on the floor between 
them, in a stable,  balanced composition that he holds for a long time. 
Murakami tells her that bad times are no excuse for doing wrong, but like 
the young couple in One Wonderful Sunday ,  she points out that today 
bad people are living the best. They eat good food and dress well. They're 
the winners, she says, referring to the profiteers from the national mis
ery, and adds that to display this dress in a store window in such times 
is a crime. We'd all have to do worse things to get it, she adds. Harumi's 
brief glimpse of the larger social forces at work, deforming her life and 
the lives of those about her, upsets the film's parable about individual 
choice. Capitalism, affluence, and murder are all linked in the dress, 
displayed in a store window where people too poor to buy it would be 
compelled to see it. As Harumi puts on the dress, an extraordinary, desta
bilizing visual energy is released. A violent squall suddenly breaks, and 
on a clap of thunder, Kurosawa cuts to a series of obliquely framed close
ups of Harumi dancing madly in the dress. She hypnotically chants that 
she's happy, so happy, it's all  like a dream, as the frenzy of her dance is 
mirrored in the rapid cutting. Space is fragmented as a new political 
recognition suddenly erupts, deforming the imagery of the film. As 
Harumi spins faster and faster, her wild shadow flitting over the walls ,  
the thunder rolling outside, Murakami watches in horror. But the out-
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burst is quickly contained. Her mother tears off the dress, throws it out
side, and Harumi collapses in tears at her mother's knees. Kurosawa cuts 
to a shot outside the apartment, showing the rain falling on the dress. 
The water dampens the emotional fires the dress has unleashed (as rain 
does again in Seven Samurai ,  after the confrontation between Manzo, 
Shino and Katsushiro). As the rain purifies the scene, the film purges 
itself of its brief recognition of the social structural, transindividual 
causes of criminality, in this case an economy that, by dangling expen
sive commodities before a poor people, encourages rage and selfishness 
and corrodes society with an ideal of life as acquisition. But it is too late 
to sweep this vision away; the damage is done. Murakami can make as 
many existential choices as he wants, but it will not affect one bit the 
power of those who put such dresses in store windows where they tor
ture people like Yusa with their unattainable visions. 

Both Stray Dog and Drunken Angel clearly demonstrate the difficul
ties Kurosawa's aesthetic project faced in response to postwar Japan. The 
structure of each film is defined by contradictions between the impera
tives of characters like Sanada and Murakami and the demands of the 
social context in which they are located. Their struggles against this con
text are ambivalent, for they are as much a part of it as Matsunaga and 
Yusa, their darker selves. Herein lies the power of the films: the charac
ters and narratives are charged with ambivalent cultural values that are 
sustained without resolution. Sanada vanishes into the �rowd, defeated ,  
yet stubbornly proclaiming his credo. Murakami remains under the tute
lage of Sato yet cannot shed his haunting feelings for Yusa. Contempora
neous with the age and the problems they depict, the films demand to be 
read in a synchronic manner. which regards their search for. and refusal 
of, closure as the structural embodiment of their engagement with his
tory. The problem of how to foreclose on the political and moral dilem
mas of the era is one of the fundamental questions informing the work 
and, as we have seen. is responsible for films of great textual richness. 
The temptation to foreclose, however, was great and can be clearly felt in 
each film. When the films unequivocally yield to this temptation, their 
multivalent structure collapses into a monologic perspective. in which 
all the voices of the text speak as one and the film becomes program
matic.77 Such is the fate of a work like Scandal. But Kurosawa rarely lets 
this happen. His sensitivity to cultural contradiction is too fine. Instead, 
we observe a variety of textual strategies for refusing closure. The most 
complex and elaborate of these is found in the climactic work of this 
period, the film that represents the maturing of Kurosawa's ethical vi-
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sion, Ikiru . Its textual structure builds on and magnifies the ambiva
lences of the earlier films, such that it might be regarded as a reply to 
their irresolution and to the cultural challenges informing them. But, in 
doing this, Ikiru goes beyond these films in discovering the coordinates 
of a morally complete vision and sustains this vision within a formal 
structure that serves to define it, analyze it, and question it. Ikiru remains 
among Kurosawa's most radical experiments with form and among his 
most searching inquiries into the nature and morality of human feeling, 
particularly in relation to its structuring by the cinematic image. 

Stray Dog was a parable about the need for the guardians of society to 
renounce their human feelings and about the impossibility, and the dan
ger, of doing so. Like Dostoevsky, Kurosawa is interested in the nature, 
and the essential duplicity, of compassion in a wicked world. The young 
doctor in Red Beard is nearly killed when he responds sympathetically 
to a mad patient, and the industrialist at the end of High and Low will 
never understand why the kidnapper refuses his attempt to establish a 
common, human solidarity. This interest in the deforming of feeling by 
worldly corruption and in the manner by which the world manufactures 
victims in its own image was also common to Brecht.78 The affinity be
tween the works of Kurosawa and Brecht was noted earlier. (Parenthe
tically, Kurosawa has remarked that he wanted to use the music from 
Brecht's Three Penny Opera for Drunken Angel.79) Their films and plays 
are structured as responses to the problems of war and militarism. It is 
now appropriate, however, to discuss this relation more fully because 
Kurosawa's concerns in Ikiru are very close to the terms of the Brechtian 
project. 

As is well known, Brecht distrusted artworks that aroused an uncriti
cal response in their audience. In place of this,  he emphasized the blend
ing of pleasure and reason. Brecht's imperative to use theater to alter and 
to better the conditions of the world compelled him to reject aesthetic 
strategies that reinforced the dominant images of society so that he might 
mobilize an audience's critical faculties. The characters in his plays, he 
suggested, are not a matter for empathy but for understanding. "Feelings 
are private and limited. Against that the reason is fairly comprehensive 
and to be relied on."80 He called for a kind of "complex seeing"81 in 
which the viewpoint of a play would emerge from a multivoiced mon
tage of theatrical elements-characters , gesture, dialogue, set design, 
projected films and titles-rather than be easily localized within any one 
of these elements. Above all,  Brecht emphasized the position of the spec
tator as observer, rather than as one implicated in the stage action 
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through processes of identification , and the play as a nonlinear structure 
marked by jumps, curves , and montage that would emphasize human 
life as a process open to change. 

Kurosawa, too,  is committed in Ikiru , as in much of his other work, to 
the " unformed" characters, to those j ust starting out in life whose moral 
transformations the films study and place in relation to a detailed social 
context.BZ The heroes of Kurosawa's films-Kambei, Niide, Watanabe-
are intended as explicit role models for the audience, but the values in
carnated by their behavior are communicated through a " complex see
ing" in which these lessons in responsible living are filtered through, 
altered, and sometimes deformed by the social order, whose competing 
values generate other voices in the texts that contest the example pro
vided by the hero. In Stray Dog and Drunken Angel, this competition 
generates an extraordinary aesthetic power but also threatens to deflect 
the moral example of the hero from its intended course. By contrast, in 
Ikiru a more elaborate and carefully designed structure prevents this de
flection. An uncommon clarity of vision prevails in Ikiru, yet this clarity 
entails no sacrifice of " complex seeing." The narrative is a nonlinear 
one, and its form is marked by the jumps, curves, and montages of which 
Brecht spoke. The formal experimentation of Ikiru has one central pur
pose : to sharpen the film's focus by controlling and limiting the audi
ence's emotional response. A film about the last months of a man who 
knows he is dying is inherently threatened by a descent into bathos, as 
ample television movies have demonstrated. Yet the form of the film 
prevents this from happening and aids in its didactic task. This task and 
purpose may best be clarified by a remark of Brecht's that is strikingly 
relevant to Kurosawa's cinema: 

Empathy alone may stimulate a wish to imitate the hero, but it 
can hardly create the capacity. If a feeling is to be an effective 
one, it must be acquired not merely impulsively but through the 
understanding. Before a correct attitude can be imitated it must 
first have been understood that the principle is applicable to 
situations that are not exactly like those portrayed. It is the thea
tre's job to present the hero in such a way that he stimulates 
conscious rather than blind imitation.B3 

Using the hero to communicate with, rather than to blind, the audience: 
this is Kurosawa's deeply felt intention. In Ikiru , he is concerned to con
tain and to limit the viewer's empathic response so that it may yield 
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enlightenment rather than catharsis. If Stray Dog dealt with the need for 
the characters to discipline their emotional responses, if this problema
tic existed in terms of that film's content, Kurosawa has taken it over at 
the level of structure and form in Ikiru. 

The film is divided into two parts. The first deals with the reactions of 
Kanji Watanabe (Takashi Shimura) , a bureaucrat in charge of the munic
ipal department's Citizen's Section, to the knowledge that he is dying of 
stomach cancer. The second, more confined temporally and spatially, 
studies the behavior of family and co-workers at Watanabe's funeral. The 
clerk is largely absent from this second section, appearing only during 
brief flashbacks, but this absence is central to the film 's formal design. It 
is not simply a matter that the second section shifts the focus from 
Watanabe to the other people in his life. Watanabe has been disappearing 
repeatedly throughout the film, as Kurosawa establishes a perspectival 
montage, a series of fluid,  shifting points of view that prevents the spec
tator from occupying any single, reified vantage point. Instead, point of 
view, as incarnated by characters and camera, is deceptive and manifests 
a continual slippage between what we think we know, or where we think 
we are in the narrative, and the actual condition. The narrative proceeds 
by a series of jumps or gaps. during which Watanabe vanishes while 
other characters attempt to account for his absence, and temporal rela
tions become unclear as events occlude, duplicate, or fold back around 
one another. The consciousness of Watanabe. like the meaning of "Rose
bud" in Citizen Kane. becomes the central narrative enigma. as charac
ters attempt to reconstruct this consciousness in ways that are compati
ble with the social order. The film oscillates between their attempts. the 
information provided by a narrator. and direct observation of Watanabe. 
From these shifting perspectives emerges a "complex seeing." a syn
thetic, inclusive understanding of this Brechtian hero. 

As Richie notes,84 Watanabe is defined by his disease (like Matsunaga 
in Drunken Angel) .  The first image of the film is a close-up of an x-ray 
showing the cancer, as the narrator tells us that it belongs to the main 
character of the story, who does not yet understand the full import of his 
symptoms. The x-ray dissolves to a medium close-up, frontal framing of 
Watanabe shuffling papers at his desk. (The formal perspective is sym
metrical: this is also the framing of Watanabe's replacement at the end of 
the film.)  Kurosawa holds the frame for a long time as the narrator gives 
us more information about the clerk: that he has been deadened by office 
routine so that he is now more like a corpse than a living being, that he 
has lost all initiative and merely drifts through life. Then, rhetorically, 
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the narrator asks whether this is all right and then repeats the question. 
The x-ray, the narrator, the frontal framing: this is a purely formal pre
sentation of character that eliminates suspense and distances (or, for 
Brecht, alienates) perspective. The viewer will  never be permitted a 
direct, unmediated rapport with the hero. 

A group of slum residents comes to the Citizen's Section to request 
that a foul drainage pond (another mosquito-laden sump) ,  in their neigh
borhood be cleaned away and the land converted to a playground. 
Watanabe instructs an aide to send them to the Public Works section, 
precipitating one of Kurosawa's most trenchant sequences, a montage of 
mad bureaucratic logic,  in which an endless series of clerks shuffles the 
slum dwellers off to other departments. At the end of the montage, when 
they have been sent back to the Citizen's Section, one of them exclaims 
that there's no democracy here (referring to the Occupation reforms). and 
they start to leave. Watanabe's aide, shamed by their response and the 
injustice of their treatment, rushes after them to say that there is nothing 
he can do, Watanabe is absent today. 

This information establishes a first ellipsis, which appears so only in 
retrospect. B ecause of the way the sequence has been edited, with 
straight cuts from Watanabe's instructions to send the group to the Pub
lic Works Section to the logically contiguous onset of the montage, we 
assume that the group has made the rounds of the municipal building in 
the course of one day. It is shocking, therefore, to learn that a large 
amount of narrative time has passed unaccounted for, during which 
Watanabe has vanished. Before it becomes apparent that he is at the hos
pital, where we meet him again, several scenes follow, further delaying 
contact with the central character. A shot of his empty desk leads to three 
scenes in which the office clerks talk about his attendance record and the 
unusual quality of the absence. As this happens, the basic structure of 
the film is established: Watanabe will be manifest as a textual gap that 
the narrative tries to fill in and reclaim by inventing hypotheses for his 
behavior. This effort at reclamation is motivated by the same urgency as 
the defusing of a bomb, for Watanabe wil l  come to represent a powerfully 
subversive example to established society. 

Another perceptual dislocation follows close on the conclusion of this 
sequence. As the clerks gaze at their chief 's empty desk, a cut takes us to 
the hospital corridor as Watanabe comes out of an x-ray room. As he 
crosses to the stairs, a very strange dissolve interrupts his movement and 
relocates him to a new position part of the way up the stairs.85 By the 
logic of continuity cutting, this is an impermissible use of the dissolve 
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2 1 .  Watanabe's (Takashi Sh imura) intensely personal  confrontation with death 
al i enates those around him and chal lenges the social order. Ikiru. (Museum of 
Modern Art/F i l m  Sti l l s  Archive) 

since there is not enough of a change in narrative time or space. Yet this 
is one of many perspectival deformities in the film (and may be the 
source for a similar use of the dissolve by Scorsese in Taxi Driver). 

The second major narrative cavity occurs following Watanabe's meet
ing with the doctor, who, significant ly,  withholds the informat ion about 
his cancer, telling him instead that he simply has a slight case of ulcer. 
Watanabe leaves in despair because he knows that "ulcer" is a code word 
for cancer, and the scene ends with a close-up of the x-ray. Kurosawa 
then cuts to a street scene showing Watanabe walking along, with the 
sound expressionistically absent as a signifier of Watanabe's obsessed 
state of mind. But this absent sound also enforces a formal cleavage be
tween the character and his surrounding environment. Watanabe pauses 
at the curb, but the camera tracks away from him, across the street and 
through traffic,  which suddenly begins to roar as the aural track reap
pears. The camera 's track threatens to leave Watanabe behind and to re
move us from his proximity, encapsulating the basic textual strategy. 
Once again, Kurosawa has demonstrated his essentially metaphoric un-
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derstanding of movement-the track visualizes the film's structuring 
principle. From this track, Kurosawa then cuts to an "empty" point-of
view shot, another track, this time toward an object, a house, framed 
frontally in the darkness of twilight. On the soundtrack, we hear an 
American pop song, but it is not clear whether this is nondiegetic sound, 
part of Fumio Hayasaka's score. It turns out not to be. It is being hummed 
by Watanabe' s  son, Mitsuo, and Kazue, his wife, who are revealed in a 
reverse-field cut. B ut the long, mysterious track has opened up another 
perceptual void in the film, one we expect to be filled by Watanabe since 
it is he who is  returning home from the hospital. Instead, characters we 
have not yet met prove to be the owners of the camera's gaze. They begin 
talking about money, acquisitions, and how they can get hold of 
Watanabe's retirement pay. 

The perceptual tricks that the film has begun to p lay undermine a 
smooth, linear dissemination of narrative information. Instead, a series 
of perspectival blockages and misunderstandings occurs. These, in turn, 
are absorbed by the film and become its overriding theme. They are set 
out with particular pathos during a long montage as Watanabe recalls 
raising Mitsuo following the death of his wife. The memories follow a 
fight with Mitsuo and Kazue, after they find him waiting in their room 
upon their return. They lecture him about the impropriety of his behav
ior. He says nothing, but we know he wished to tell them of his cancer. 
He silently goes downstairs where he sleeps. Watanabe, in fact, will  
never tell  his son of his condition, and the young man will end bitter and 
confused, unable to understand the reasons for his father's silence and 
the part his own selfish behavior played in that silence. 

From downstairs, Watanabe hears the giggling and laughter of Mitsuo 
and Kazue, which intensifies his despair. The montage that follows is 
among Kurosawa's supreme creations, structured by a series of subtle 
visual and aural counterpoints. Kurosawa moves in and out of the past, 
juxtaposing shots of Watanabe kneeling in front of his wife's shrine with 
the images of earlier years, and counterposing the strains of the romantic 
pop song from Kazue's record player upstairs with a metronomic dirge 
accompanying the memory imagery. From a close-up of the wife's por
trait, the film dissolves to a shot of the departing hearse carrying her 
body. Little Mitsuo, framed exactly as Watanabe had been framed as he 
gazed at the portrait, cries that Mother is leaving them behind, and his 
father embraces him. The hearse turns a corner and disappears. 

From this first memory of separation, the montage traces a life full of 
other separations and emotional failures. Watanabe 's brother tells him 
he is wrong not to remarry, that Mitsuo won't be so grateful as he thinks, 
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that the father will simply be in the way as he ages. Within this flash
back, as if in answer to the uncle's words, Mitsuo's voice is heard calling 
"Father," and it continues as the sequence switches back to the present. 
Mitsuo is calling from upstairs for Watanabe to lock up for the evening. 
As Watanabe bars the door with a bat, an associative sound image cues 
the next flashback. The sound of a ball being hit precedes a cut to a ball 
game in which Watanabe watches Mitsuo round the bases and boasts to 
a man next to him, "That's my son." But Mitsuo is thrown out trying to 
steal second,  and Watanabe slowly sits down in the bleachers with dis
appointment and shame. An extraordinary choreography of movement 
occurs. The camera tilts down with him, creating a displacement be
tween Watanabe, moving down in the frame, and the background, mov
ing upward in the frame. These conflicting planes of movement are ex
tended into the next two shots. In the middle of the tilt-down, the film 
cuts to a shot of Watanabe in the present, framed frontally, looking at the 
camera, as it simultaneously tracks up and tilts down, so that Watanabe 
again appears to move down before a background that slides upward. He 
cries " Mitsuo," but it is nonsynchronous: his lips remain closed. The 
cry, and the movement, continue over the next cut. Watanabe is standing 
beside Mitsuo in a hospital elevator, which is descending, displacing the 
background shaft upward. In these three shots, Kurosawa has used a tilt
down, a track-up, and a descending elevator to obtain the same perspec
tival dislocations between Watanabe and his environments. He calls his 
son by name and tells him that an appendectomy is nothing to fear, but 
he can't stay. He must return to the office. As Mitsuo is wheeled away, a 
cut returns us to the present. Watanabe crosses to the stairs leading to his 
son's room, as the nonsynchronous cry "Mitsuo" sounds again. Then a 
cut introduces another scene of separation, this time as Mitsuo goes off 
to war. Just before the train takes him away, he grabs Watanabe and cries 
"Father" and is answered by the nonsynchronous, ethereal "Mitsuo," 
which continues to echo as the train departs and a dissolve returns us to 
the present. 

Throughout this sequence, scenes of trauma, failure, disappointment, 
and estrangement between father and son have petrified the past into a 
hardened fossil of what might have been. This past hangs like a heavy 
weight between them, sundering their current relations, yet the formal 
structure of the montage insists on the interpenetration of the temporal 
frames. Associative cutting and aural and visual links establish a con
tinuum between past and present, even if it is a continuum of unre
lieved failure and despair. This, then, is the stark legacy that Watanabe 
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overcomes during his transformation into a hero. The visual disloca
tions between the hero and his environment, repeated during the heart 
of the montage, characterize the terms of this spiritual journey. For 
Watanabe grows-and becomes an enigma for Mitsuo, Kazue, and his 
officemates-by separating from, rebelling against, and rejecting the in
stitutional frameworks of modern Japanese society, that is, the family 
and the company. 

As if in recognition of this incipient potential, the end of the montage 
cues the third major absence of Watanabe from the narrative. The mon
tage sequence ends with a devastating juxtaposition of close-ups of 
Watanabe's office plaques, commemorating thirty years of service, with 
the sound of his bitter weeping. After this , we learn that he has once 
again disappeared. In a series of scenes, various characters hypothesize 
about where he may be. A clerk from the office visits his home and 
speaks with the housekeeper, from whom he learns that the old man has 
been leaving for the office as usual every day. He replies that Watanabe 
hasn't been coming to work. In the next scene, Kazue calls Mitsuo to 
report the news. 'I wonder what he's been doing," Mitsuo says. In the 
following scene, the clerks sit and gossip. "His family was astonished," 
one says. In the last scene of this sequence, Mitsuo visits his uncle and 
tells him that Watanabe has drawn out 50 ,000 yen, and the uncle specu
lates that Watanabe has probably found a mistress. 

The sequence then shifts to a roadside cafe, where a romantic novelist 
is trying to get some sleeping pills from the proprietor. Only at the end of 
this conversation does Watanabe reappear inside the narrative when his 
presence is disclosed in the shadows of the cafe. As a protest against his 
life up to now, the clerk embarks on a wild night of dissipation with the 
novelist, reveling in modern, Westernized Japan: pinball machines, beer 
halls, brass bands, jazz bands, dance halls, strip shows. The frames are 
crowded and cluttered, and this whole night sequence has a hallucina
tory, phantasmagorical quality to it, as Watanabe journeys through the 
belly of a Japan he may never have known existed. But, as in Drunken 
Angel , this proximity to the chaos and abandon of the modern culture 
brings on a hemorrhage. Watanabe staggers down the darkness of an alley 
to vomit beside open trash cans, as the novelist stares, his romanticism 
about this man he thought of as a Christ carrying the cross of cancer 
shattered by the physical brutality of the spasm. Watanabe' s  hemorrhage 
closes the night of debauchery and seals the falseness of his attempt to 
lose himself in the sea of humanity crowding the dance halls and the 
streets. 
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22. Watanabe tries to reach out to Toyo but d iscovers that he remains alone. 
Ikiru. (Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive) 

B efore the clerk may begin to l iv e  fully and responsibly ( the title of the 
film refers to this condition),  he must confront the emp tiness of two con
ventional modes of being. One he has just encountered, the world of the 
pinbal l machine, the automatic vendor of dreams. The other is based in 
the effort to live through another person, and it  is the fraudulence of this 
attempt that he n ext  realizes. Watanabe " must be shown that it, too, is no 
refuge."86 The day following his evening with the novelist is spent with 
Toyo. a young girl from the office who has com e to see him because she 
needs an official validation for her resignation. She is bored by the work. 
and Watanabe. fascinated by h er energy and you thful exuberance, takes 
h er to an ice-ska ting rink, an amusement park. and the movies. But when 
he tries to continue the association over the n ext few days. she refuses, 
saying it  is unnatural. They quarrel at a restaurant where a group of 
young p eople has gath ered to celebrate a birthday. This conflict is the 
pivotal momen t  of the film for Watanabe, the point where he suddenly 
a ttains enlightenment. dissolves himself of past relationships, and sets 
out  on a new path, triggering a fina l ,  major ellipsis in the narra tive. 
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He tells Toyo that her energy is amazing and makes him envious, that 
he wants to live like her for just one day before he dies, that he must do 
something before the end. Only she, he says, can show him what it is. He 
urges her to teach him how to be like her. But she is horrified at his 
overtures and replies that all she does is work and sleep, referring to her 
proletarianization. A member of the working class, she will live through 
a succession of factory jobs, so different from the well-dressed young
sters across the restaurant, celebrating a birthday. As in Stray Dog, an 
incipient class perspective appears, describing the gulf between the 
haves and the have-nots, portrayed in terms of spatial distance: a stair
well separates the shabbily dressed Toyo from the celebratory crowd. 
But she finds satisfaction in her work. She shows Watanabe one of the 
toy rabbits churned out by her company, saying that though she only 
makes toys like this, she feels all the children in Japan are her friends. 
As , in an extraordinary image, the silly white rabbit hops in front of 
Watanabe's face, he collapses in despair, crying that it  is too late to do 
anything. But suddenly his eyes lift, and he exclaims that it isn't too late, 
it isn't impossible. He says he can do something at the office if he's really 
determined, and he rushes out, clutching the rabbit, as the crowd sings 
"Happy Birthday." 

In the next scene, Watanabe has returned to his office and announces 
his intention to honor the slum residents' petition to construct a play
ground at the drainage site. He will redeem his life by building a park for 
slum children. As he explains what must be done, he sits at his desk in 
the background of the shot while two co-workers stand in the foreground 
on each side of the frame so that their bodies visually entrap the dying 
clerk. As he tells them that all the sections of the bureaucracy must coop
erate , the camera slowly dollies forward ,  between the co-workers who 
disappear off the edges of the frame, toward Watanabe who now domi
nates the frame by himself. The camera movement has altered the com
position so that Watanabe shifts from being a submissive to a dominant 
visual element. 'Happy Birthday" again plays on the soundtrack. His 
newly found moral strength liberates him from the deadening bureau
cratic world, and the camera celebrates this change in one of the most 
joyous movements in Kurosawa 's cinema. 

The transformation that this reorientation of the composition de
scribes, however, is followed by another of Watanabe's disappearances 
from the narrative. He leaves for the park site, accompanied by two clerks 
who object that the project will be difficult. No, not if we're determined, 
he replies. echoing Sanada's words, describing once more the terms of 
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the commitment to self that Kurosawa's films of this period manifest. 
As he walks out the door, a siren wails,  rising and falling as the door 
swings shut, providing an aural marker to close this section of the film. 
The narrator dispassionately tells us that five months later, the hero 
of the story died. The film then cuts to a close-up of Watanabe 's portrait 
at his funeral, followed by a medium shot and then a long shot, show
ing the room containing the portrait and its occupants. This wil l  be the 
strategy of the second section of the film, moving from Watanabe to the 
social context containing him, describing the efforts of his family and 
co-workers to understand his final, strange behavior, when he seemed 
obsessed with the idea of the park and challenged the decisions of his 
superiors that the project would not be feasible .  

The hero's death, then, opens another major gap in the narrative,S7 and 
the concluding funeral sequence, lasting a third of the film's length, 
deals with the meaning of Watanabe's actions and the question of who 
built the park. Family and friends remember significant moments from 
Watanabe's last days. Various theories are offered for his behavior. Mit
suo believes that his father's eccentric actions stemmed from his offense 
at overhearing a conversation with Kazue about how they could get his 
retirement pay and use it for their own benefit. Watanabe's brother con
tinues to believe in the mistress. The newspaper reporters advance the 
theory that Watanabe's death in the park was politically motivated, was 
a deliberate suicide in protest of municipal corruption. The Deputy 
Mayor credits Watanabe with the idea for the park but points out that 
parks come under the Parks Section and implies that Watanabe was self
ishly trying to claim credit for himself. After this character leaves, the 
other clerks begin to recall extraordinary moments: Watanabe standing 
in the rain at the drainage site without an umbrella, staggering weakly 
down the hallways, kept alive only by his work, asking the Deputy 
Mayor to reconsider a decision, facing down a group of gangsters who 
wanted the property for their own use. As the film cuts between the 
memory imagery and the funeral scene, the clerks struggle to understand 
why Watanabe attempted to build the park and if it was because he knew 
he had cancer. B ut significantly, as Noel Burch notes, none of the scenes 
recalled shows any of the decisive administrative decisions that resulted 
in the park,ss yet another of the many informational ellipses strewn 
through the narrative. Our awareness of Watanabe's responsibility for 
the park emerges as a dialectical understanding, taking shape through 
the movement between the past images of his determined behavior and 
the present scene of bureaucratic callowness and through the contrast 
between the genuine grief of the slum residents and the cold compla-
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cency of the bureaucrats. The truth of Watanabe's action is never por
trayed directly but is suspended between, and is established by, these 
opposites. 

In order to live, finally, Watanabe has had to become dead to his son 
and his co-workers. He tells Toyo he has no son, that he is all alone. 
His pursuit of his own objectives is upsetting to municipal routine. His 
tactics-bowing repeatedly, patiently waiting while astonished officials 
react to his requests that they reconsider their decision-undermine the 
prevailing passivity of the office, which has been coded as an ethic of 
social harmony. As always, the Kurosawa hero must reject the estab
lished coding of human relationships, especially to the extent that the 
imperative of sociability works to nullify the pursuit of individual goals. 
"The unrestrained pursuit of one's own interest at the expense of an
other's goes against the norm of sociability. Concerned with his own in
terest, the individual will find the imperative of sociability and harmony 
oppressive."89 Thus, Watanabe must continually violate bureaucratic 
etiquette for the sake of his park. 

These office scenes are filmed with a wonderful expressionism, in 
which human beings are contained and confined by an overwhelming 
and alienating environment, as they are in the later films of Michel
angelo Antonioni. Huge stacks of paper, beams supporting the ceiling, 
chairs and tables split the frame into a myriad of tiny spaces, inhabited 
by even smaller people, dominated by a world of paperwork and drudg
ery, separated from each other, and constrained by the objects in their 
environments. This is the Lukacsian meaning of reification: humanly 
made objects returning to dominate their makers. In a stratagem of great 
insight, these are the terms by which Watanabe is presented during the 
flashbacks at the funeral. He dominates the frame and splits and sepa
rates clerks from one another, as the stacks of paper, fans, and beams had 
done in earlier sequences. To the world of the bureaucracy, Watanabe's 
present actions are a source of discomfort and disruption, threatening 
their regimented identities as the reWed environment has threatened 
their human identities. To their sensibilities, Watanabe's is a kind of 
reified behavior: it looms only as threat, and its critique of the erosion of 
freedom and the loss of responsibility for human society in the modern 
world must be defused, for it could dynamite the established order. 
Thus ,  explanations are offered for the clerk's actions: eccentricity, glory
seeking, the influence of a mistress. 

The peculiar structure of the film may now become clear. The inces
sant slippage of point of view, the perspectival tricks, the momentary 
losses of coherence regarding the temporal location of individual scenes, 

1 1 1  



1 1 2  C H A P T E R  3 

all work to describe the terms of a very special kind of "complex seeing," 
which grasps and analyzes simultaneously two antagonistic, competing 
cultural spaces. The conflict generating the film's structure is the dissen
sion between the imperatives of the enlightened individual behaving ac
cording to the dictates of private conscience and of the social group seek
ing to constrain the consciousness and action of its members. The film 
oscillates between four modes of presentation: a direct apprehension of 
Watanabe, an apprehension of Watanabe mediated by the dispassionate 
narrator whose words enforce the artifice of the film, an apprehension of 
Watanabe mediated by the memories of misunderstanding bureaucrats, 
and an apprehension of purely group-oriented spaces from which 
Watanabe is absent. These are four separate epistemological terrains, and 
this manner of presentation serves several functions. First, and most im
mediately, it allows Kurosawa to adopt an analytic tone that regulates 
the flow of narrative information by blocking and repressing it at several 
points. This permits the film, very effectively, to constrain the inherent 
pathos of the subject. Ikiru is an extremely controlled work, and the emo
tions of the material are never permitted to get out of hand. Kurosawa is 
not interested in speaking about the sadness of Watanabe's death or, in a 
more traditionally Japanese manner, in adopting an attitude of mono no 
aware , a restrained melancholy over the transience of all things. Com
passion is the enemy here, as it was in Stray Dog. The spectator is not 
allowed to identify emotionally with the hero, to live through him, just 
as Watanabe was not permitted to do this with Toyo. For Kurosawa, the 
terms of responsible living are far more demanding than what a merely 
compassionate response will enable. His hero must be disabused of this 
response, as the film must disabuse its audience of the expectation that 
an unmediated rapport with the character will unfold. As Brecht said, 
empathy can create the wish but not the capability to emulate a hero. 
Thus, empathy, as an interpersonal ethic and as an aesthetic form, must 
be abandoned. This discovery will play a major role in the films to come. 

But the kaleidoscopic structure of the film also permits Kurosawa to 
fashion-if not closure, then-at least a new and more extensive bound
ing of the social challenges with which the forms of the earlier films 
grappled. The problem was to find a space where the individual could 
stand that would not entail a blindness to the social world and a collapse 
into selfishness or solipsism. No Regrets for Our Youth, Scandal, The 
Quiet Duel , Drunken Angel , and Stray Dog all address this issue with 
differing emphases, and the strife that marks their forms is evidence of 
the difficulty of the search. The hero of Ikiru learns the same lesson that 
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Sanada and Murakami, Yukie and Hiruta, have all realized: that they are 
responsible for everything and for all people and are to blame "for every 
one and for all things." This harsh ethic, couched in terms of individual 
responsibility, was difficult to square with the facts of transindividual , 
political and economic, sources of oppression. Murakami is advised by 
SatD to forget about Yusa, that is, to forget about the power of the environ
ment to shape and structure human action. He must forget in order for 
this ethic to prevail,  but the film is not sure that it will let him. Facing 
this intransigent contradiction-seeking to fashion a socially responsive 
cinema by locating a political ethic within the individual conscience
Kurosawa in films of this period struggles to resolve it. The difficulty of 
working this through, the ambivalent cultural energies that it unleashed, 
reaches a climax in Ikiru in its multivoiced, kaleidoscopic structure, 
where focus and point of view are never stable,  never occupy the same 
ground for long. The multiple modes of presentation enable Kurosawa to 
realize successfully, temporarily, the contradictory project his cinema 
assumed, but at a cost. The shifting perspectives of the film describe 
the two irreconcilable cultural spaces of individual and group, but 
rather than leaving them suspended in tension as the earlier films had 
done, they are sundered and permitted to follow different trajectories. 
Watanabe confronts the spiritual and moral emptiness of the public 
spaces of the family and the company, even as these groups try to rein
scribe him within their power. To the eyes of the public world, Wata
nabe's behavior is a mystery. To a world of group allegiances, his eccen
tric final action can appear only as a kind of negative image, a gap, a void.  
Thus, the ellipses, the gaps, the blockages, the misunderstandings, the 
emotional failures that characterize the structure and drama of the film 
may be regarded as a climactic tearing and rending of the force-fields that 
structure the works of this period. Ikiru proclaims the essential loneli
ness of its hero yet insists that he build a park for children, those arch
symbols registering the violence and evil of the world. Never has the 
possibility of an accord between hero and society seemed so remote. 
Never has the imperative to reform a corrupt world been so urgent. Never 
has the task required so mighty an effort and left so small a legacy. 
Watanabe's example is a tiny ray of enlightenment in an otherwise for
bidding world. Ikiru is one of the supreme statements of Kurosawa's he
roic cinema. Yet, it seemed, the forces of darkness were getting ever more 
powerful.  

1 1 3  



4 Experiments and Adaptations 

" Reading 

and writing 

should become 

habitual." 

- Akira Kurosawa' 

We are now in a position to consider the general 
contours of the heroic mode of Kurosawa's cinema. 
The films examined in the previous chapter ad
vance a particular model of the world that tries to 
engage aspects of the postwar cultural landscape. It 
is important to consider the terms of this model be
cause they show Kurosawa's highly selective use of 
cultural materials. But this model must also be un
derstood so that its disintegration in later films may 
be grasped. In Kurosawa's cinema, we are dealing 
with twin impulses. The postwar imperative to en
gage history and remake society will be offset in 
later films by a contrary inclination to conceive the 
temporal process as fate and human life as an insub
stantial shadow in a world of tears. This latter im
pulse is in marked contrast to the social optimism 
of the early films like No Regrets for Our Youth and 
Stray Dog. The chapters that follow explore differ
ent facets of these contrary qualities, while in the 
present discussion I attempt to clarify some cultural 
bases for Kurosawa's conception of heroism. 

Kurosawa's films valorize qualities of strength, 
discipline, courage, and determination in their por
trait of the hero's engagement with the social world .  
Kurosawa deeply admires spartan attributes and 
the strength of character they disclose. He says the 
home in which he grew up possessed "a samurai 
atmosphere."2 His father was a military instructor 
whose " educational principles were terribly spar
tan."3  He reports that under his father's influence, 
he approached such sports as judo and kendo 
swordfighting with single-minded devotion. Kuro
sawa portrays not only his father but also his 
mother in these terms. He relates a remarkable inci
dent that displayed her strength of spirit. and in its 
use of crisis to reveal character, the anecdote could 
have come from any of his films: 

My mother's strength lay particularly in 
her endurance. I remember an amazing ex-
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23. Kurosawa, "the last of the sam ura i ."  (Tosh i ro Mifune i at the extreme left . )  
(Museum of Modern Art/F i lm Sti l l s  Archive) 

ample. It happened when she was deep-frying tempura in t he 
kitchen o ne day. The oil in the pot caught fire. Before it could 
ignite anything else, she proceeded to pick up the pot with both 
hands-while her eyebrows and eyelashes were si nged to crin
kled crisps-walk calmly across the tatami-mat room, properly 
put on her clogs at the garden door and carry the flaming pot out 

to the center of the garden to set it down.4 

Afterwards ,  the doctor arrived and peeled away the scorched skin from 
her hands. Kurosawa says he was unable to watch this, but that his  
"mother's facial expression never betrayed the slightest tremor. early a 
month passed before she was able to grasp something in her bandaged 
hands. Holding them in front of her chest, she never uttered a word about 
pain; she just sat quietly."5 He adds, with deep respect, " a matter how 
I might try. I cou ld never do the same."6 

In foregrounding such qualities, Kurosawa's fil ms d isplay a warrior 
idea l ,  regardless of the historical era in which they are set. For one of the 
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duties of a warrior was the injunction to maintain severe discipline. 
" [T]he true master of the way of the warrior is one who maintains his 
martial discipline even in time of peace," Tokugawa Ieyasu ,  one of the 
unifiers of Japan, is reported to have proclaimed.7 In a world perceived 
as a place of violence and strife, a person of honor is obligated to choose 
a side and enter the battle. Kurosawa's world is an arena where his char
acters must be tested, where they must be victorious in their goals or 
must be broken and defeated. Passivity, acquiescence, and conformity to 
social norms are eschewed. The true life is one of conflict and even vio
lence. The world through which the heroes move is often a frightful and 
terrible place and against which they must struggle. The environment
the deadening bureaucratic world that nearly claims Watanabe in Ikiru 
or the elements of rain and wind against which the seven samurai battle 
in their final fight-is at odds with the actions of the heroes. The world 
in these films admits of no kindnesses. The hero must fight to create 
humane perspectives. 

It is through the terms of this fight that Kurosawa's ethical manifesto 
is presented. The strength of self he emphasizes is realized in the films 
through the capability of the heroes to face a society dominated by pred
ators, where exploitation and oppression are the rule. Both Sanada and 
Watanabe confront gangsters, whose black market activities thrive in the 
postwar environment "l ike bamboo shoots after a rain."8 Similarly, the 
corrupt corporations in The B ad Sleep Well are ravaging society, mur
dering and blackmailing those who oppose them, and the hero Nishi 
dedicates himself to overthrowing them, as he says, for all the people too 
weak to fight back. Here may be located a major distinction between 
Kurosawa and the American director with whom he is often compared, 
John Ford. The Fordian heroes in films like My Darling Clementine or 
How Green Was My Valley are strong supporters of conservative values. 
The latter film is a ringing affirmation of the family, with Donald Crisp 
the ideal patriarch. Ford creates a warm portrait of family life without 
admitting the ways that the patriarchal family can be a repressive exten
sion of the state. In the early optimistic films, as well as in his later, 
darker works, Ford insists that his hero serve the institutions of the fam
ily, nation, or military. Films like The Searchers and The Man Who Shot 
Liberty Valance display a greater recognition of the cost these institu
tions exact, but their full meanings are not analyzed. That which Ford 
affirms, or cannot deny, of course, are those groups that the Kurosawa 
hero must reject: the state, corporation, and family. 

In his films , Kurosawa views the larger context of established society 
as corrupted by the pursuit of position, wealth, or property. Keiko Mc-
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Donald sees the basic question of the narrative of Red Beard as " How can 
one act in the face of a hostile social environment?"9 In fact, this is a basic 
question of Kurosawa's narratives in general. The heroes struggle against 
their society: in Ikiru ,  against governmental bureaucracy whose strati
fied and hierarchical organization encourages submission and passivity; 
in Red Beard , against a culture that encourages doctors to get rich by 
treating a constipated aristocracy; in Seven Samurai ,  against a class heri
tage that demands that samurai refuse to help farmers and allow them to 
perish at the hands of bandits. And in Record of a Living Being, Ikiru , 
The Bad Sleep Well ,  Y6jimb6, and Red Beard, the central institution of 
the family is frequently viewed as cold, malignant, or repressive. Kuro
sawa's characters must break from these social groups to discover a 
regard for human dignity. But his work does not lapse into nihilism be
cause the characters never reject the basic reality of human interconnect
edness. The interactionist self is not abandoned, but in the films its field 
is reduced so that a space for autonomy can be opened. In acknowledging 
the interactionist self (Le. ,  insisting that the hero serve humanity) , Kuro
sawa's films illustrate a cultural attitude described by Hajime Nakamura 
as dedication to the " human nexus":  "The people to whom a human 
nexus is important place great moral emphasis upon complete and will
ing dedication of the self to others in a specific human collective. This 
attitude, though it may be a basic moral requirement in all peoples, occu
pies a dominant position in Japanese social life. Self-dedication to a spe
cific human nexus has been one of the most powerful factors in Japanese 
history."lo 

Thus, although they pay great attention to the individualized self, 
Kurosawa's films also draw from this cultural basis in constructing their 
narratives and ethic. The characters embark upon a solitary path. Yukie, 
Sanada, Watanabe must climb their own mountains, and the price of this 
determined individualism is a profound loneliness that is the "other 
side" of individualism.ll They are, however, rescued from nihilism or 
despair by their dedication to a human community. They reenter the 
social world to build parks, to defend farmers , to mitigate the general 
oppressiveness of things. It may be in this regard that Kurosawa's fond
ness for adventure stories should be understood. They permit him to 
construct a cinema of ideas in which human capabilities are defined as 
open-ended and developing, rather than closed, sealed by sets of institu
tional and social roles. Human life is portrayed as potential, as powerful 
energy flowing in new and sometimes frightening directions. Mikhail 
Bakhtin has pointed out that the adventure story " does not rely on al
ready available and stable positions-family, social, biographical ; it de-
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velops in spite of them."12  The story is merely " clothing draped over the 
hero" that can change as often as he does. "It places a person in extraor
dinary positions that expose and provoke him, it connects him and 
makes him collide with other people under unusual and unexpected 
conditions precisely for the purpose of testing the idea and the man of 
the idea."13 For Kurosawa, the adventure story becomes a metaphorical 
form probing the boundaries of the social world,  the construction of the 
self, and the horizons of human development. 

In this cinema of ideas , however, Kurosawa's valuation of the self 
should not be regarded as strictly the result of Western influences. As 
noted, his heroes are generated and informed by the ideals of the samurai 
warrior. Richie has described Kurosawa himself as "the last of the samu
rai."14 The codes of bushido defined the proper conduct of the warrior, 
and the director's protagonists manifest many of its principles. Bushido 
emphasized courage, integrity, fortitude, and fealty. 15  The warrior ideal 
focused on the development of the individual's capabilities for strength: 
physical, moral ,  and spiritual. The ideal samurai combined athletic 
prowess with moral courage and unswerving allegiance to his lord. His 
martial skills received continual test in battle, and his moral develop
ment was expected to be no less rigorous. Bushido achieved an imagina
tive and cultural dominance in Japanese life, and Kurosawa draws from 
this mythic significance in creating his heroes. All the best qualities of 
the warrior have been spiritualized by Kurosawa in his art. The hero is 
always as strong as the ideal samurai. This strength may be physical, as 
in the samurai heroes of Seven Samurai , Yojimbo, and Sanjuro. But the 
protagonist may also be a person of ordinary or inferior physical capabil
ities, as in Drunken Angel, No Regrets for Our Youth , and Ikiru. As Tadao 
SatD remarks, their great strength is spiritual rather than physical. 1 6  Their 
will to create good is overwhelming, and this obsessive dedication, 
rather than any use of physical force, enables them to triumph. To the 
emphasis on individual willpower and physical might, Kurosawa adds 
an abiding commitment to securing the basic needs of other human be
ings. He thus translates the samurai 's obligation to serve his lord into the 
hero's obligation to serve humanity. Both figures are bound by a duty of 
fealty, and the endurance of both is severely tested: the samurai in battle 
and in the bonds that link his fortunes to those of his lord , the Kurosawa 
hero in the conflict and struggle to humanize a corrupted world. 

The samurai as a class were attracted to Zen,17 and the director's sym
pathies for samurai culture may account for some features of the films 
that are analogous to certain Zen ideals. As Donald Keene remarked in a 
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24. The Kurosawa hero. Kambei (Takashi Shimura) i n  Seven Samurai. (Museum 
of Modern ArUF i l m  Sti l l s  Arch ive) 

d ifferent context, however, direct influence is difficult to prove, and it 
may be more accurate to say that these features "coincide" with Zen.1S A 
comparison of Kurosawa's  narratives and characters with the model of 
enl ightenment posited by Zen Buddhism can be instructive and can help 
us to understand some of the ways that Kurosawa's work resonates with 
a Japanese cultural heritage. 

Introduced to Japan from China, Zen was one of a number of Buddhist 
schools that gained in popularity during the Kamakura and Ashikaga 
eras.  In contrast to the older Tendai and Shingon sects, The Pure Land, 

ichiren, and Zen sects emphasized the certainty of salvation and its 
potential availability to a l l. 19 Furthermore, Neil McMullin points out 
that each of these salvationist sects had a pragmatic, empirical emphasis 
upon this world ,  as opposed to the next.zo For example, "Zen Buddhism 
so identifies the transcendent with the immanent, the 'other shore' with 
'this shore: that there is no reason for p eople to raise their vision above 
the level of this empirical world."21 

Whether seeking wisdom via zazen (sitting meditation) or via koan 
exercises, the Zen initiate seeks to discover a potential for enlightenment 
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that is inherent in all beings. "The Zen disciple . . .  does not seek the 
Absolute outside himself; . . .  he finds in himself the Buddha-nature as 
the foundation of his own being."22 Since Buddha-nature is inherent in 
all things, enlightenment is truly the natural way of things, and it may be 
achieved by penetrating beyond the veils of illusion that attach to corpo
real bodies and the material world. Worldly desires must be transcended 
to achieve enlightenment, but paradoxically, real-world consequences 
flow from this wisdom as it is applied to ameliorate human life. "To Zen, 
the enlightened mind is the truly natural mind, the mind allowed to be 
itself apart from all delusion or desire. It is awakened in meditation but 
is u ltimately demonstrated in all arenas of life: work, caring for others, 
artistic creativity."23 

In Zen there is a distrust of conceptualization because language is 
thought to foster artificial distinctions within a world that is whole in 
spirit. The " inner relationship between word and reality" is denied.24 
For this reason, action is favored over words, and the discipline is distin
guished by its directness. The kaan, riddles, and word puzzles are meant 
to test the depth of a pupil's insight. The questions or answers may 
sound semantically absurd, but this indicates the limitations of concep
tualizing and, by rupturing the boundaries of language, can stimulate in 
the pupil enlightenment or satori, which in the Rinzai school can occur 
instantaneous I y. 

Suzuki describes Zen as a religion of " self-reliance." Instruction about 
the experience of enlightenment is futile. "Satori must be the outgrowth 
of one 's inner life and not a verbal implantation brought from the out
side."25 There is an emphasis on the individual's unique and private 
search for wisdom, which can be realized only through experience. Ac
cordingly, the Zen instructor does little explicit teaching and will even 
disclaim his own role as a teacher. For the Zen master Dagen, " purpose
lessness " was essential to achieving enlightenment.26 Thoughts, attach
ments, and the desire for enlightenment were to be discarded. The pupil 
must discover for himself or herself, but without intention or conscious 
goal. 

Kurosawa 's films demonstrate a fascination with a similar mode of 
instruction, appearing as a recurrent feature of narrative structure. In 
Sanshiro Sugata, Drunken Angel , Stray Dog, Seven Samurai ,  Red Beard , 
and Dersu Uzala, a master allows a pupil to observe and learn through 
experience, and the shocks that Matsunaga and Murakami undergo, 
shocks that are central to the experience of all Kurosawa heroes, are the 
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necessary means toward enlightenment and are conceived as phases of 
moral transformation.27 These shocks, in the words of a Zen priest, are "a 
trial to the soul,  and can shatter the conventional lies with which it sur
rounds itself."28 Kurosawa views enlightenment and spiritual develop
ment as necessarily predicated upon shock, and the narrative of his auto
biography, like those of his films , is cast in this form. The events he 
recalls from his youth are often quite traumatic: nearly drowning several 
times as a boy, confronting mountains of corpses after the great Kanto 
earthquake of 1 9 2 3  (an experience he describes as like "standing at the 
gates of hell"29) , observing a young girl bound and tortured by a step
mother who, on the street, was the model of politeness. Of his memories, 
Kurosawa remarks, "The clarity of my memory seems to improve in di
rect proportion to the intensity of shock I underwent."3o 

The other component to this model of enlightenment is the unimpor
tance of verbal instruction. Experience,  often of a baffling, bewildering 
sort, is the guide. Kurosawa recalls his brother treating him with what 
seemed senseless cruelty-insulting him on the way to school , pushing 
him into a river when he could not swim-only to realize afterward that 
these harsh treatments were meant to contain a lesson and that, during 
moments of real crisis, his brother was always there to intervene on his 
behalf.31 Throughout the autobiography, this brother assumes the role of 
a spiritual guide and a master. Indeed, for Kurosawa it is clear that this 
brother, Heigo, seems to live in a way that bursts the bounds of normal 
social life and may be a source for all the Kurosawa characters who do 
likewise.32 As Kurosawa apparently did in life, his characters learn 
through similar examples.33 In Seven Samurai , Kambei teaches the 
young samurai Katsushiro by allowing the young man to travel in his 
company, but it is a silent, wordless instruction, forged through experi
ence and example. Similarly, Dersu Uzala rarely gives explicit moral les
sons to Arseniev, yet the Russian explorer is a wiser man for his friend
ship with Dersu and reaches a new understanding of the spiritual power 
of nature. Though no master-pupil relationship exists in Ikiru , Wata
nabe's sudden realization of the path he must follow is precisely the kind 
of instantaneous awakening extolled in Zen, and it transforms his life, as 
it does the lives of the other heroes. (A similar literal rendition of satori 
occurs in Sanshiro Sugata.) " Satori is emancipation, moral, spiritual, as 
well as intellectual."34 

Just as Zen emphasizes inner enlightenment, Kurosawa insists that 
spiritual awakening is a personal affair, that it cannot be imposed from 
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without, and the pattern whereby his heroes must separate themselves 
from established social groupings is a structural embodiment of this 
inner wisdom. Enlightenment will not be found within an oppressive 
society but only through the individual's separation from it, although 
Kurosawa will also insist that his heroes,  having attained enlightenment, 
return to the social order and attempt to reform it. That is, the enlight
ened mind demonstrates itself " in all arenas of life." For such a phi
losophical director, few scenes occur in the films in which a character 
speaks about what he or she has learned. Instead, knowledge is revealed 
through action. When Watanabe attains satori in Ikiru, he does not speak 
but returns to work to push the park project through to completion. His 
new behavior and its concrete symbolization in the slum playground he 
helps erect are the correlatives of this wisdom. 

Kurosawa's model of devotion to the " human nexus" acknowledges 
the parameters of the interactionist self, while limiting that acknowledg
ment through characters who are obsessive in their lonely individual
ism. Kurosawa seems to accept the maxim found in Zen that truth is a 
private matter, but Zen posits enlightenment upon a renunciation of the 
ego and desire.35 The goal of enlightenment may be attained, but the ca
veat is that it be achieved through a deliberate nonseeking. Zen's model 
of self-liberation is based on a posture of humility and reverence. "There 
is here no Promethean struggle for the liberation and elevation of human 
nature."36 By contrast, epic, Promethean struggles abound in Kurosawa's 
films and are, in fact, the model of heroic, human relations that his work 
constructs. Watanabe's rebellion against the stultifying bureaucracy is an 
act of stealing fire, as is Yukie's forfeiture of a conventional class iden
tity. Kurosawa's postwar films are cries that people do not have to submit 
meekly to injustice and to poverty of the spirit. Zen acknowledges that 
letting go of one's hold upon the world is necessary to allow the spirit 
behind all things to be felt. In this context, one is taught not to strive 
(while, paradoxically, striving) , nor to seek (while, enigmatically, seek
ing) , for these are intentions that will interfere with the goal of satori . By 
contrast, this paradoxical relation between striving-while-not-striving is 
absent from Kurosawa's films. His heroes fight to transform the world 
into more just terms. 

A major paradox must now be acknowledged, which lies within the 
more general Buddhist orientation to the world, of which Zen is merely 
one variant. (And Buddhism, in turn, is but one component of the Japa
nese religious tradition, which, because of its diversity, has been de-
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scribed as a " syncretic" one, an admixture of Shinto, Buddhist, Taoist, 
and Confucian elements.37) Buddhist doctrine seems to point to a 
quietistic outlook, an extinction of desire, withdrawal from the world, 
and contemplation of spiritual matters. The implications of such a 
stance might seem to " support an uncritical acceptance of social and 
political institutions."3B As a character remarks in The Tale of Genji, 
"Our life is far too short and uncertain for anything in this world to have 
much importance."39 A character in the Noh play Obasute observes, 
"Ah, well ,  this world is all a dream-best I speak not , think not."40 

The apparent fatalism of such a perspective partly involves the doctrine 
of karma, which regards the events of one's life as being predetermined 
by the deeds of previous lives. If misfortune befalls one, it must be 
because of some sin one committed in an earlier life or the transgression 
of a family member. "All relations with other people spring from some 
past act, however trivial. To drink from the same stream as another, to 
touch with your sleeve the sleeve of another, even these acts are deter
mined by some relationship in another life."41 The destruction of the 
Taira clan by the Minamoto is attributed, in Japan's warrior epic The 
Tale of the Heike, to the effects of karma: "Their suffering was in retribu
tion for the evil deeds of Kiyomori, the leader of their clan. He had held 
in his palms both heaven and earth; but to the throne above he paid no 
respect, and to the people below he paid no heed. He had put many men 
to death and had exiled many others at his whim, ignoring the mood of 
the people. None of his descendants could escape retribution for his 
crimes."42 

Nirvana, the state of enlightenment and deliverance from worldly 
woes, from the cycle of rebirths, avidly sought by Buddhists , has been 
described as signifying a state of " motionless rest, where no wind blows , 
the fire is quenched , the light is extinguished, the stars have set, and the 
saint has died . . . .  Such words and images evoke the concept of com
plete annihilation."43 Yet such negativism, Dumoulin points out, should 
not be understood as a kind of nihilism because it furnishes the basis for 
supreme wisdom and for a commitment to the world. "Though aware of 
the nothingness of all things and of the ultimate irrelevance of all exer
tions of the spirit, he [the Bodhisattva, who has achieved enlightenment 
yet forgoes entrance into nirvana] never ceases to work for the benefit of 
all sentient beings."44 Thus, to the extent that enlightenment leads to a 
dedication to benefiting others, the apparent negativism of the doctrine 
is not to be understood negatively.'5 
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Moreover, from a historical standpoint, Buddhism was not disengaged 
from social and political realities. In fact, Buddhist monasteries had be
come such centers of economic, political, and military power that their 
subjugation was perceived by Oda Nobunaga in the sixteenth century as 
a prerequisite for the emergence of national unification, and he accord
ingly undertook such a campaign.46 Thus, to separate Buddhist doctrine 
from the political, military, or economic power of the estates, or to regard 
the latter as of subordinate importance, is to risk losing sight of the this
worldly emphasis of Japanese Buddhism, especially of the salvationist 
sects such as Zen. Hajime Nakamura points out that Japanese Buddhism 
is "strongly imbued with an activistic behaviorism and practical ten
dency, which is tied up with its this-worldliness."47 Religion and 
worldly affairs , religion and politics,  were not separated in premodern 
Japan during the great periods of Buddhist power.4B 

To separate the doctrinal and institutional dimensions of Bud
dhism, or to consider the former dimension to be more purely 
Buddhist than the latter, is to impose a false distinction on both 
the B uddhist and the Japanese traditions. The Buddhist tradi
tion was never, least of all in Japan, simply a set of doctrines and 
religious practices. Rather, it was a complex economic, ethical, 
philosophical, political , and social phenomenon that wielded 
immense influence for over a millennium."49 

With this important qualification in mind-that Japanese Buddhism 
played a powerful institutional , pragmatic role in worldly affairs-it 
may now be suggested that Kurosawa's films often seem drawn to formu
lations akin to the doctrinal negativism of the Buddhist outlook. His 
films insist that human beings grasp events tightly and make the condi
tions of their lives conform to their will ,  that intervention against oppres
sion is a moral necessity. Counterposed to this insistence, however, is an 
affinity to a perception of life as an insubstantial shadow. We are not yet 
in a position to see this , but several of the films treated in this chapter
Rash6mon , The Lower Depths, and Throne of Blood-describe a vision 
diametrically opposed to that found in No Regrets for Our Youth, 
Drunken Angel ,  The Quiet Duel, Stray Dog, and Ikiru . In short, it will 
become apparent that one of the dialectics informing Kurosawa's works 
is a struggle between a belief in the materialist process-that human be
ings make their world and can change it-and an emphasis on dissolu
tion, decay, and impermanence as fundamental truths of human life. To 
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the first side of this dialectic belong the films of the heroic mode. To the 
other lie some of the works examined in this chapter, in a region of pierc
ing autumn winds and circling crows. 

Since it is in the l iterary adaptations that this perception first surfaces 
in his work, they should now be considered. The importance that Kuro
sawa places on literature, on reading and writing, has been discussed 
briefly at an earlier point, but it would be useful to consider this once 
again since these adaptations engage the differences between visual and 
verbal mediums. Kurosawa recalls, as a youth of eighteen, reading "clas
sics and contemporary, foreign and Japanese l iterature without discrimi
nation."50 He has recommended that persons aspiring to become direc
tors read the world's classic literature as a form of training and reread the 
works of favorite authors " again and again."51 Reading and writing must 
become habitual. 52 

In order to write scripts, you must first study the great novels 
and dramas of the world .  You must consider why they are great. 
Where does the emotion come from that you feel as you read 
them? What degree of passion did the author have to have, what 
level of meticulousness did he have to command, in order to 
portray the characters and events as he did? You must read thor
oughly, to the point where you can grasp all these things.53 

This analytic passion is revealed in the films that we will now con
sider: Rashomon (1950) , The Idiot (1951) ,  Throne of Blood (1957) ,  and 
The Lower Depths (1957) .  These works represent a range of approaches 
and methods for coming to terms with the relationship between litera
ture and film. Audie Bock points out that Kurosawa "believes that every 
adaptation must be an interpretation."54 Between Rashomon in 1950 
and The Lower Depths in 1957 ,  Kurosawa's grasp of the process of 
adaptation became quite profound. Whereas Rashomon and The Idiot 
represent fairly uncompl icated adaptations, Throne of Blood and The 
Lower Depths are true cinematic transformations of a written source. 
With Shakespeare and Gorky, Kurosawa worked the hardest to find 
the appropriate cinematic equivalents for the structures of prose and 
poetry, It is with these authors that he specifically explored the expres
sive capabilities of the written word versus those of the image. These 
films should be regarded as investigations of the boundaries of different 
communicative modes and as a series of meditations on the possibilities 
of cross-cultural aesthetic creation. Kurosawa has referred to himself 
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as a kind of global citizen, and of the cinema as a truly international 
medium: 

No matter where I go in the world, although I can't speak any 
foreign language, I don't feel out of place. I think of the earth as 
my home.55 

I make my films from the viewpoint of an individual who hap
pens to live in Japan. But I don't believe that society is struc
tured all that differently from country to country. So what I see 
from my experiences in Japan should be understandable to peo
ple of other countries. On top of that, the film medium is truly 
international . 56 

I think it's important to establish a kind of global film culture. 57 

Given such an outlook, Kurosawa has not hesitated to use the art forms 
of other cultures as a basis for his own creation. He has discerned in the 
plays of Shakespeare or Gorky issues of relevance to Japan, but this has 
led to a process of active transformation, not slavish adherence to the 
original work. " I 've read Shakespeare, and Russian writers like Dos
toevsky and Gorky, many times but I would never let them lead me into 
making a film until I have thoroughly assimilated them. Only then can I 
let it come out naturally, as if it's part of my own writing."58 The works 
examined in this chapter should be regarded as essentially experimental, 
as attempts to manipulate image and sound in what are, for Kurosawa, 
new directions. Rash6mon, which will be discussed first and which, un
like the others, was taken from a Japanese source, is an attempt to place 
the fragmentation and angularity of Kurosawa's imagery within the 
structure of the narrative, an attempt that is incompletely realized but 
which made possible later success in Ikiru. The Idiot attempts to visual
ize and make concrete the interiority of the Dostoevskian world and con
fronts the same aesthetic challenge posed by the work of Shakespeare, 
that is, to find visual equivalents for an author who defines his world 
essentially in terms of dialogue. Throne of Blood, as many critics have 
pointed out,59 transposes the verbal poetics of Macbeth into visual form. 
The Lower Depths ,  with one source in Gorky, with another perhaps in 
the set design and costumes of the Shingeki theater, which had mounted 
productions of the play, may be understood as an exercise in specifying 
the differing coordinates of physical and cinematic space. Much of the 
action is restricted to one set, but Kurosawa explores how the cinematic 
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construction of this restricted area may yield an enlarged, dynamic space 
configured by the emotional and psychological conflicts of its inhabi
tants. The attempts at cross-cultural translation, then, are also opportu
nities for aesthetic experimentation. The discussion of these films will 
seek to clarify the kind of experimentation undertaken by Kurosawa and 
the extent of its success. 

Rashomon , based on two stories by Ryfmosuke Akutagawa , was the 
great breakthrough film for both Kurosawa and the Japanese cinema. His 
reputation had been hurt by the commercial and critical failure of The 
Idiot, but the success of Rashomon at the Venice Film Festival in 195 1 ,  
where it won first prize, helped renew his career. " Had I not won the 
prize, I would have been forced to remain silent for a considerable time. 
Thanks to Rashomon, I was able to go on to make Ikiru."60 The film was 
also responsible for the Western world's belated recognition of the Japa
nese cinema. The story of how Daiei , the studio for which Kurosawa 
made the film, was reluctant to submit it to international competition is 
well known .51 What is harder to recall today, and more important to re
member, is the wave of excitement the film caused among film scholars 
and enthusiasts. Jay Leyda remarked that "The surprise of the entire film 
world at the appearance of Rashomon at the 1951 Venice Festival will 
surely be a dramatic paragraph in all future international film histo
ries."62 And , indeed, it is. Rashomon was the most profoundly pictorial 
and cinematic work anyone had seen in years. Its visual flamboyance 
was quite unexpected and all the more startling. Not since the silent 
cinema of Eisenstein and Murnau, it seemed, had narrative been con
ceived as such a flow of pure imagery. Again and again, critics cited 
the film's unrelentingly aggressive images, as if rediscovering what the 
cinema was all about. In his review in the New York Times, Bosley 
Crowther remarked that "Everyone seeing the picture will immediately 
be struck by the beauty and grace of the photography, by the deft use 
of forest light and shade to achieve a variety of powerful and delicate 
pictorial effects."63 Other critics called it "a symphony of sight, sound, 
light, and shadow"64 and praised its "boldly simple, essentially visual 
technique."65 

It was not, however, simply the unabashedly extravagant imagery of 
the film that was startling. It was also what the film seemed to be saying 
and how it said it. Rashomon employs what has now become a well
worn and endlessly repeated convention. A group of characters recall the 
same set of events, a rape and an apparent murder, in strikingly different 
terms. Are these differences due to the effects of subjectivity? To the 
unreliability of memory? Whose story is correct? More has been written 

1 2 7 



1 28 C H A P T E R  4 

about Rashamon than about perhaps any of Kurosawa's other work, 
and it has become one of those few films whose cultural importance 
has transcended their own status as films. Rashamon has come to em
body a general cultural notion of the relativity of truth. Certainly its 
success at Venice was partly due to its apparent congruence with then
contemporary currents of European thought, particularly a kind of fash
ionable existential despair over the instability of truth and value. But the 
film was also perceived as a useful ally by those waging a struggle to 
establish the value of the cinema as an art. As Bergman's films would do 
later in the decade, Rashamon stimulated a great deal of commentary 
about what were regarded as its basic symbols-the ruined gate, the rain, 
the forest, the rescued infant, the patterns of light and shadow through
out the imagery. These essays now fill several volumes.66 In the tradition 
of the " art cinema," the film seemed to reflect upon important phi
losophical questions: loss of faith in human beings, the world as a hell, 
the human propensity to lie. The kaleidoscopic structure of its narrative, 
the way the basic events of rape and murder were altered by different 
witnesses, seemed to place the film squarely within the modernist tradi
tion of art. Parker Tyler wrote an essay in which he invoked comparisons 
with cubist and futurist painting in order to explain the film's temporal 
and spatial structure.67 Rashomon has become an enormously powerful 
and symbolic cultural entity, which engages, then as now, diverse cur
rents of history, philosophy, and art criticism. 

The reader who is interested in the range of interpretations the 
film has received should consult the existing anthologies of this criti
cism. What I would like to do is to explore the kind of experimentation 
Kurosawa attempted in this film and then to consider whether Ra
shamon can genuinely be said to represent a modernist form of film
making. The story is set in the twelfth century, at the close of the Heian 
period when the country's central government and court authority were 
being undermined by the growth of autonomous political and military 
powers in the provinces. To the members of the court aristocracy, the 
class whose devotion to artistic pursuits had produced such classics as 
The Tale  of Genji, the times were foreboding. Pestilence, fires, earth
quakes, rebellions by warrior monks, violent crime in the capital city of 
Kyoto, all seemed to be signs of the dissolution of order, of a world teeter
ing on the brink of chaos. It seemed to be the period known in Buddhist 
prophecy as "the end of the law," when human life would fall to its point 
of greatest degeneracy. In the film, three characters take shelter from a 
driving rain beneath the ruined Rashomon gate, which had guarded the 
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25. The bandit (Tosh i ro Mifunel and the warrior (Masayuki Moril :  characters 
"going astray in the thicket of their hearts." RashOmon. (Museum of Modern Art! 
F i lm Sti l ls Archive) 

southern entrance to the capital .  The gate is in disrepair and is the haunt 
of beggars, murderers, and thieves. As the priest (Minoru Chiaki), the 
woodcutter (Takashi Shimura) ,  and the commoner (Kichijiro Ueda) wait 
for the rain to stop, they tell the story of how a noblewoman (Machiko 
Kyo) was raped in the forest, her samurai husband (Masayuki Mori) 
killed, and a thief named Tajomaru (Toshiro Mifune) arrested for the 
crime. Much of the film relates, through flashbacks, four versions of the 
crime, as told by Tajomaru, the woman, the spirit of the samurai through 
a medium ,  and the woodcutter, who was an unseen witness to the 
events. 

The intercutting of flashbacks to create a nonlinear narrative and the 
insistence on the subjectivity of memory prefigures such later, seminal 
films as Hiroshima Mon Amour, but there are also precursors. In its ex
amination of the refraction of events through a consciousness that em
bodies them in a narrative, Rashomon does little that was not already 
done by Welles in Citizen Kane. Furthermore, as compared with Kane, or 
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with the work of Alain Resnais, or with Joseph Losey's The Go-Between, 
the temporal structure of Kurosawa's film is not overly complex. There 
is never an uncertainty about whose narrative frame we are in, and there 
is none of the deceitful play in which Welles engages when he has char
acters narrate events they could not possibly have witnessed. Kurosawa 
is not really concerned to investigate the cinematic representation of 
temporality, as were Welles and Resnais. Hence, the overall clarity of the 
narrative frames and voices. We always know where we are within them. 
It is what is recalled that is problematic, not the mode and form of its 
presentation. It is the content of the frames, the events enunciated by the 
voices, that shift and provide the film with its ambiguity. What has made 
Rashomon a tantalizing film is its refusal to validate any of the wit
nesses' stories as a true account. There is simply no way to know who is 
telling the truth. In this ambiguity Kurosawa has found a narrative ex
pression for his own pessimism about what Conrad referred to as the 
human heart of darkness. Kurosawa has remarked that " What dwells at 
the bottom of the human heart remains a mystery to me."68 Rashomon is 
the fullest expression of this mystery in all his work, a thoroughgoing 
attempt to penetrate the depths of the heart and a celebration of the ina
bility to do so. The moral of the film is quite straightforward, and Kuro
sawa has expressed it with characteristic directness: 

Human beings are unable to be honest with themselves about 
themselves. They cannot talk about themselves without embel
lishing. This script portrays such human beings-the kind who 
cannot survive without lies to make them feel they are better 
people than they really are. It even shows this sinful need for 
flattering falsehood going beyond the grave-even the character 
who dies cannot give up his lies when he speaks to the living 
through a medium. Egoism is a sin the human being carries with 
him from birth; it is the most difficult to redeem.69 

The extensive patterns of light and shadow in the film were meant by 
Kurosawa to suggest a kind of spiritual and emotional labryinth. "These 
strange impulses of the human heart would be expressed through the use 
of an elaborately fashioned play of light and shadow. In the film, people 
going astray in the thicket of their hearts would wander into a wider 
wilderness, so I moved the setting to a large forest."7o Rather than being 
an intricately designed mystery story requiring the skills of a sleuth for 
its unraveling, Rashomon is a cinematically straightforward presenta-
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26. Rash6mon's forest imagery was meant by Kurosawa to embody the dark 
labyrinth of the human heart. (Museum of Modern Art/Fi l m  Sti l ls  Archive) 

tion of the sins of egoism. The ambiguity within the film-the question 
of the reliabil ity of the various stories-is psychological in nature, issu
ing from the characters and the reasons they may have for lying. It is not 
an ambiguity of form, located in the visual and aural organization of the 
film. As Kurosawa said, the paradoxes in the film are those of the human 
heart. They are not those of the image itself. This is an important point to 
which we shall  return. 

First, however, we need to understand the specific nature of Kuro
sawa's experiment in Rashomon. As noted, the fi lm attracted wide atten
tion for the aggressiveness of its imagery, but this was not an empty dis
play of bravura for its own sake. There are long sequences in the film that 
are structured as purely visual passages, as what Hitchcock might call 
"pure film," sequences that communicate narrative information and 
achieve an emotional effect strictly through the imagery. Dialogue is 
minimal in these scenes or nonexistent. The long sequence, composed of 
nineteen shots, detai ling Tajomaru's first glimpse of the woman and the 
samurai in the forest ,  proceeds without dialogue as Kurosawa visualizes 
the heat of the day, the allure of the mysteriously veiled woman, and 



1 32 C H A P T E R  4 

Tajomaru's affectations of boredom that conceal his lust. Camera move
ment extends the frame and makes it fluid,  capturing the dynamics of 
tension, fear, and anger, and visualizing Tajomaru's own shifting line of 
sight as the couple moves through the trees. 

Many other scenes are informed by these principles of pure visualiza
tion. Perhaps the most striking is the sequence showing the woodcutter 
walking through the forest just before he finds evidence of the crime. The 
sequence is composed of fifteen shots, all of which are tracking shots, so 
that it becomes an extended essay on the capabilities of the moving cam
era. Kurosawa intercuts low-angle tracking shots of the trees, through 
which the sun sporadically peeps, high-angle tracking shots of the wood
cutter moving through the forest, and extreme close-ups of the character 
with the camera following from both the front and the rear. These are 
among the most sensuous moving camera shots in cinema history, and 
the entire sequence has a hypnotic power. Much of this effect is due to its 
" silence," to the absence of dialogue and ambient sound. Fumio Haya
saka' s  percusive, rhythmic score is the only aural accompaniment to the 
images. 

Other sequences, however, do include dialogue, but it is often of a very 
special kind . The first recollection of the priest about meeting the couple 
in the woods , the policeman's report of finding Tajomaru thrown by a 
horse and lying on the ground by a river, and Tajomaru's own account of 
riding the horse and stopping for a drink are all essentially silent se
quences. The minimal dialogue accompanying the images is framed as a 
language of recollection, not simultaneous with the image and event. 
The dialogue is nonsynchronous and performs the same explanatory 
function as the title cards in a silent film, intruding upon the image to 
offer an account of its meaning. 

Kurosawa, in fact, intended Rashomon to be a kind of silent film. He 
attempted to recover the aesthetic of the early cinema, which he so much 
admired, and to fashion this film accordingly. 

I like silent pictures and always have. They are often so much 
more beautiful than sound pictures are. Perhaps they have to be. 
At any rate, I wanted to restore some of this beauty. I thought of 
it, I remember, this way: one of the techniques of modern paint
ing is simplification, I must therefore simplify this film.71 

Since the advent of the talkies in the 1930s,  I felt, we had mis
placed and forgotten what was so wonderful about the old silent 
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movies. I was aware of the esthetic loss as a constant irritation. 
I sensed a need to go back to the origins of the motion picture to 
find this peculiar beauty again; I had to go back into the past. . . .  

. . . Rashomon would be my testing ground, the place where I 
could apply the ideas and wishes growing out of my silent-film 
research.72 

Kurosawa says he kept the script short so that he woul d  be able to 
concentrate on creating " rich and expansive" images.73 During the se
quence in which the woodcutter walks through the forest, Kurosawa 
fashions the camera's patterns of movement so that they become the ar
chitectonics of narrative and generate metaphor. The woodcutter intui
tively responds to the rhythms of the forest by leaping a river, ducking a 
branch, crossing a log bridge. He does not recognize these objects con
sciously but glides over them in a mystical state. The lyrically tracking 
camera simulates the rhythms of his walk and the topography of the for
est and is,  therefore, a formal indicator of this condition. But his reverie 
is broken when he discovers evidence of a crime. As he finds several 
hats, an amulet case, a rope, and finally a body, he scuttles about awk
wardly, with fear. As he makes these discoveries, the tracking shots 
cease. The objects have made him alarmed and rational. His thinking 
mind is switched on, and his sensuous, intuitive response to the forest is 
lost. This change is reflected in the shift from a moving camera to the 
stationary shots that record the discoveries of the objects and the dead 
man. The sequence has shifted on a formal and a dramatic level from 
sensuous movement to a fixed , narrowed perspective of interest, from 
the intuitive responses of the Zen state to the divided and rigid perspec
tives of the rational mind.74 

As in the silent cinema, movement becomes the embodiment of narra
tive and the necessary sign of emotional and psychological states. Emo
tions must be externalized because they cannot be described in words. 
The excessively broad acting style in the film, which was a source of 
controversy when it was first viewed in the West, works in this manner 
to exteriorize emotion and give it  concrete form. It is not unlike the ex
pressionist style of performance Murnau insisted upon in Sunrise,  when 
he had George O'Brien transformed into a hunched, golem-like figure to 
suggest an obsession with murder. The "simplified" style of silent films 
to which Kurosawa sought to return routinely included the kind of 
broad, sweeping gestures that Mifune brings to Tajomaru and Machiko 
Kyo to the role of Masago, the wife. But Kurosawa also treats their lan-
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guage in this expansive manner. As they cackle wildly, shriek, or cry, in 
an excessive style that Joseph Anderson has aptly termed "reverse an
thropomorphism,"75 their language is made strange by its very excess. 
The familiar is defamiliarized in the way the formalist critic Viktor 
Shklovsky meant.76 Through these strategies-an emphasis upon purely 
visual sequences, a descriptive use of language with images for which it 
is nonsynchronous, and an acting style so excessive as to wrench speech 
out of a naturalistic context-Kurosawa creates a displacement between 
visual and verbal modes. Joseph Anderson has discussed a tendency of 
Japanese art he calls "commingling," a tendency "toward extreme com
plexity with heterogeneous , often redundant, elements brought together 
in complex relationships."77 Citing a range of pictorial and narrative 
forms, Anderson discusses the ways in which image and written/verbal 
narrative and recitative may be conjoined in support of each other, in 
counterpoint, or as commentary on the other. Kurosawa's manipulations 
of image and dialogue in the film qualify as examples of "commingling." 
As noted, dialogue and vocalization assume a range of novel functions 
in the film. The two are not fused into a single chain of signification as 
is usually the case in narrative film. They are separated in conflict, 
the flamboyance of the imagery contesting with the hysteria of the per
formances. This displacement is ,  indeed ,  what the film is about. The 
rape and murder are recounted in four different ways. The physical 
world of events and objects is reconstructed verbally, but language is 
an unreliable mediator. The stories do not match. Gaps and contradic
tions prevail between word and event,78 The " inner relationship" be
tween word and reality is denied.  This communicative disjunction is 
viewed in the film in ontological terms as a space wherein human sin 
and evil originate. The failure of language to grasp the world of events is 
a story about the human fall from grace into a world deformed by hetero
doxy and multip licity. 

This apparent attentiveness to a restructuring of image-sound rela
tionships, however, is not characteristic of the entire film. Many scenes, 
such as those at the Rashomon gate that frame the narrative, are realized 
in conventional terms. The sound merely supports the images, and no 
conflict develops between what we see and what the characters are say
ing. The disjunction between image and verbal language is ,  then, at best 
a tendency that receives incomplete development. As noted earlier, the 
ambiguities that have intrigued viewers are primarily those of character, 
not form. It is here that we may question the film's status as a work of 
modernist cinema. Rashomon seems to advance a claim that reality is 
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essentially a construction, not an a priori, and that it is structured by 
subjectivity. But the material that must form the necessary basis of this 
construction is not specified. By contrast, the modernist tradition of nar
rative film, from Eisenstein to Godard, has taken semiotic material as its 
object of study. Investigation of the cinematic signifier is central to these 
films. Eisenstein's principles of montage worked to fragment the signifi
cations of individual shots and set them against each other in collision. 
Analyzing the means by which the cinema communicates, he concluded 
that the image " can never be an inflexible letter of the alphabet, but must 
always remain a multiple-meaning ideogram. And it can be read only in 
juxtaposition."79 Godard was driven by his analysis of the image even 
more radically, to a " return to zero."80 His awareness of the " magical" 
properties of photographic images, their power to demand a reading as 
the real objects they represent rather than as signifiers, and of the moral 
and political ramifications of this confusion, led him to reject the con
ventions of narrative cinema entirely. From this rejection, he attempted 
to pare down the elements of sound, light, and color to a zero point, from 
which they might be reconstructed in a way that woul d  make them ac
cessible to semiotic control. Kurosawa is not an analytic filmmaker in 
this tradition, and Rashomon conducts its inquiry into the constructed
ness of reality at the level of the signified. The film deals with fragmenta
tion and relativity in terms of the content of the narratives,  not their 
structure. In Ikiru , as we have seen, Kurosawa would be much more suc
cessful at structuring disparities of consciousness and perception in 
purely formal terms, but Rashomon's inability to do this weakens the 
film. The woodcutter's dismay and the priest's despair over the lies of 
the witnesses, their remarks that these lies are the most terrible of truths 
and certify the world as a hell ,  are not convincing because the film does 
not show us any basis for these conclusions. Unlike the ways in which 
language works in the p lays of Beckett or Pinter, the semiotic material of 
the film does not fragment or nullify the basis of human communication 
and trust. Instead, it is the personalities of the characters that do this,  the 
desire of the witnesses to present themselves in the best possible l ight. 
Once again with Kurosawa, personality becomes the locus of inquiry, 
this time limiting the claims of the film to speak to a tradition into which 
it has been placed. 

An exploration of personality, and an overheated psychological at
mosphere, also typify Kurosawa's only direct adaptation of Dostoevsky, 
produced directly after Rashomon. Kurosawa's attempt to film The Idiot 
was perhaps inevitable, given his fondness for the Russian author and 
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given also the similarities of style and sensibility that inform their crea
tions. In the work of both men, narrative becomes a vehicle of philo
sophical exploration; incident and action are charged with metaphysical 
and spiritual significance. Like those of Kurosawa, Dostoevsky's narra
tives inflict a series of psychic shocks upon their protagonists, who are 
placed within a world shaken to its foundations, in a state of disintegra
tion.8t For Dostoevsky, the truths of Christian life were being under
mined in late nineteenth-century Russia by the European-derived evils 
of capitalism, Catholicism, and socialism, all promising a false unity and 
stemming from the failure of European religion. Against this,  the exam
ple of a Russian Christian society and the Orthodox faith could enlighten 
a darkening Europe and recolonize it spiritually.82 Dostoevsky's percep
tion of a society splintered by internal discord finds an analogue in the 
historical circumstances informing Kurosawa's cinema, the encounter of 
East and West and the cataclysm of war, which forever altered the social 
coordinates. Kurosawa reproduces this generative matrix in the settings 
of his narratives. He does not dramatize a "timeless" Japan, an unchang
ing national essence, but rather the traumas of historical transition.83 
Both artists share an apocalyptic sensibility. What Michael Holquist has 
observed about Dostoevsky is true of Kurosawa as well . He suggests that 
Dostoevsky's work is structured by, and is especially sensitive to, the 
historical dilemmas of national identity. Dostoevsky gave aesthetic form 
to the national search for an identity secure from European influence "by 
conceiving Russian historical doubts as existential scenarios."84 We have 
noted a similar process at work in Kurosawa's films, in which the prob
lems of national history and identity are imaginatively recast in cine
matic form. 

B oth men shared a perception of impending catastrophe and a search 
for salvation, and they both rejected politics as a means of conducting 
this search. Kurosawa and Dostoevsky flirted with left-wing movements 
in their youth, Kurosawa joining the Proletarian Artists' League in 1929 
and relaying messages for an illegal radical organization as his dissatis
faction with Japanese society deepened. Dostoevsky in 1 847 frequented 
the Petrashevsky circle and subsequently became involved with a uto
pian attempt to liberate the serfs. Both men later renounced their earlier 
commitment and in their work avoided the solutions of organized politi
cal action. Kurosawa now regards the commitment of his youth as the 
product of a fashionable "fever among young people." He adds that it 
was doubtful that he was a true Marxist, though he admits "I still lean 
toward these ideas. I probably have Marxist ideas somewhere in me."B5 
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For Dostoevsky, salvation hinged on personal acceptance of Christian 
faith and Christly love and led him eventually to a position of extreme 
conservatism and nationalism. For Kurosawa, the lures of religion and 
national pride were not compelling, but he could appreciate the emo
tional qualities, the emphasis on tolerance and devotion to others, of 
Dostoevsky's religious ethic. Indeed ,  though the ideologies motivating 
them are different, the heroes of director and writer are put through a 
similar ordeal. Their passionate devotion to a credo of individual and 
social reform paradoxically isolates them from others. " [B] eing pos
sessed by their 'truth' defines their relationship to other people and cre
ates the special sort of loneliness these heroes know."86 Dostoevsky's 
conception of freedom and responsibility is strikingly applicable to what 
we find in Kurosawa's films: 

To the contrary, to the contrary, I say; not only is it not necessary 
to be impersonal , but precisely one must become individual, 
even in a degree much higher than that which is now established 
in the West. Understand me: voluntary, fully conscious se1£
sacrifice ,  free of any outside constraint, of one's entire self for 
the benefit of all is, in my opinion, a mark of the highest devel
opment of individuality, of its highest power, its highest se1£
mastery, the highest freedom of one's own wilL87 

The defense of a farming village by samurai, the construction of a park for 
slum children, the dedication to medicine as a means of curing the dis
advantaged ,  all are examples of such voluntary, unconstrained se1£
sacrifice in Kurosawa's films. Though he leaves out the Christianizing 
components of Dostoevsky's  philosophy, Kurosawa defines the social 
imperative in identical terms. What is necessary for salvation is a new, 
more demanding, higher form of individualism. This ethic "will lay hold 
of all your life, and may fill up your whole life," as IppoHt Terentyev 
dreams in The Idiot and as the heroes of Ikiru, Seven Samurai, and Red 
Beard demonstrate. 

Dostoevsky's novels and Kurosawa's films render this ethic into artis
tic form using similar styles. Narrative time is condensed and focused 
into a series of crises. Bakhtin's description of Dostoevskian time is also 
true for Kurosawa: "Dostoevsky makes almost no use of relatively unin
terrupted historical or biographical time, that is, of strictly epic time; he 
'leaps over' it, he concentrates action at points of crisis, at turning points 
and catastrophes, when the inner significance of a moment is equal to a 
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'billion years,' that is ,  when the moment loses its temporal restrictive
ness."88 Time is structured as a crisis, not only because of the exigencies 
of the historical era, but also because in the charged moment competing 
moral demands collide. Prince Myshkin is forced to choose between 
Aglaia Ivanovna and Nastasya Filippovna, Detective Murakami between 
the examples embodied by Yusa and SaW. A dialectic of competing 
voices structures the works. In Dostoevsky, Bakhtin called it "dialogics," 
while Eisenstein referred to it as a kind of emotional montage producing 
"an unsurpassed dynamics of inner tension."B9 The emotional turbu
lence of Dostoevsky's novels, the melodramatics, the doubling of charac
ters, the extroversion of gesture and feeling, may also be observed as 
qualities in Kurosawa's films. The inner stresses and contradictions of 
Kurosawa's work, as he attempts to conjoin differing cultural traditions 
and sets of values , the inability to achieve closure, the style that cele
brates polarities of line and movement, all this prevents the formation of 
a stable and fixed authorial perspective. The ambivalences within the 
films are the source of their textual richness. Similarly, Bakhtin noted 
the lack of a "fixed authorial field of vision"90 in Dostoevsky's novels, 
where competing, fully formed consciousnesses do battle with each 
other, sensing "their own inner unfinalizability, " 91 as Dostoevsky ex
tends " every contending point of view to its maximal force and depth, to 
the outside limits of plausibility."9z Indeed, this sensitivity to historical 
contradictions and the dialectics of their style often made final closure 
impossible for both artists. The rescue of the baby at the end of 
Rashomon and the appearance of the schoolgirl cured of tuberculosis at 
the conclusion of Drunken Angel are unconvincing attempts to nullify 
the darkness that has preceded (a darkness that, incidentally, Akutagawa 
was quite able to accept in his stories that formed the basis for Rasho
mon) .  Similarly, Raskolnikov's religious conversion at the end of Crime 
and Punishment cannot overcome the articulate power of his earlier 
murderous act of rebellion. 

In Dostoevsky, then, Kurosawa found an author whose forms and sen
sibilities, and the historical dislocations to which they responded, were 
analogous to his own. Above all ,  he has valued Dostoevsky's ability to 
confront directly the most wretched misery, the most sordid behavior. In 
this directness, Kurosawa locates truth. "I know of no one so compas
sionate . . .  ordinary people turn their eyes away from tragedy; he looks 
straight into it."93 This metaphor of looking straight into the heart of 
darkness is a basic and recurring one for Kurosawa, who has said that "to 
be an artist means never to avert one's eyes."94 As noted ,  Kurosawa re-
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calls his brother's command during the great earthquake to confront di
rectly the most frightening sights. In his art, this is precisely what he has 
tried to do, and he has passed on the example to his characters. Sanada 
insists on extracting the bullet from Matsunaga's hand without the use of 
anaesthetic. In Red Beard , the older doctor commands the intern Ya
sumoto to watch carefully a dying man's last moments and forbids him 
to look away from a bloody operation. Kurosawa appreciated this quality 
in Dostoevsky-the intensity of vision, the heightened realism, the re
fusal to spare the reader the most horrific descriptions of cruelty and 
violence. 

Many of Kurosawa's recurring concerns, then, find analogues in Dos
toevsky'S fiction. In addition to those already mentioned-the multivo
iced quality of Kurosawa's films, the construction of narrative as a series 
of psychic shocks, the revelation of character through extremes of behav
ior and emotion, the acute sensitivity to social collapse, the work of art 
as an expression of historical rupture-Kurosawa shares Dostoevsky's 
fascination with criminality. The killer of Stray Dog and the kidnapper 
of High and Low are "underground" men, living precariously on the 
fringes of society and responding to it with profound contempt and as 
superhuman rebels, convinced of their own right to transgress. Both 
characters are presented as figures who are inhuman yet possessed of 
dignity, and the films make every effort to understand their points of 
view, as Dostoevsky does in his fiction. Finally, as noted earlier, Kuro
sawa shares Dostoevsky's regard for children as essentially innocent be
ings and for the violence done to them as an unanswerable indictment of 
the social world. This perception of children is developed in his autobi
ography, where he details a shocking encounter with a girl tortured by 
her stepmother,95 and it is manifest in films ranging from Drunken Angel 
and Stray Dog to Red Beard. 

Why, then, is his version of The Idiot so amazingly bad? Given these 
affinities for Dostoevsky's work and Kurosawa's abilities to visualize lit
erary material, he would have seemed an ideal filmmaker to take on a 
project like The Idiot. The spiritual and aesthetic compatibility he felt 
with Dostoevsky, however, may actually have been the problem, for his 
version of The Idiot is as close to an embarrassingly poor film as he has 
ever come. The performances are mannered and overwrought, yet the 
camerawork is so restricted and conventional that much of the film 
comes to have the air of filmed theater. It is a difficult film to watch, a 
remarkable defect for as gifted a storyteller as Kurosawa. The work is 
largely incoherent, though this is probably not Kurosawa's fault. The 
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27. Toshiro M ifu ne (left) and Masayuki Mori as the Rogozh i n  and Myshk in 
characters i n  The Idiot. (Museum of Modern ArUFi lm St i l ls Archive) 

original version was four and one-half hours, but the studio drastically 
shortened it against Kurosawa 's wishes.96 It is always treacherous to 
evaluate a film that has been so extensively reedited against the wishes 
of its maker. Sam Peckinpah's The Wild Bunch and Sergio Leone's Once 
Upon a Time in Americo are very different experiences depending upon 
whether one sees the director's or the studio's cut. Nevertheless, despite 
the confusion and gaping narrative holes the cuts have produced in 
Kurosawa's film, its deficiencies of style remain all too apparent. 

The crowded interiors in the homes of the Epanchin and Ivolgin fami
lies, the images awkwardly fi lled with too many people,  were shot by 
Kurosawa in a conventional, Hollywood style. Establishing shots, me
dium shots, and close-ups all follow with a perfectly American logic, 
with the consequence that a very stage-like space is preserved. The ac
tion is  confined to a single set, and Kurosawa does not fragment space 
with the kind of angular staging and cutting he does so well and which 
had become, by this point in his career, one of his trademarks. Just as he 
eschews the use of editing to produce wild perceptual shifts, he avoids 
camera movement, so that his compositions, normally so fluid and ener-
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getic, become static and leaden. Forswearing montage and the moving 
camera, Kurosawa cannot perform the analysis of space, the dissection of 
a physical area and its cinematic restructuring, that is basic to his 
method of working. It may seem that part of the problem lay with Dos
toevsky. His novels reveal a strongly theatrical organization, with overt 
physical action minimized, time compressed, and character explored 
and revealed mainly through speech.97 Dostoevsky's characters do very 
little but say a great deal, and in some ways this is the opposite of Kuro
sawa's style. So strongly dialogue-bound an author seems to have com
pelled Kurosawa to work at the level of the actors' performances, not of 
the image. With very few exceptions, the scenes are staged as they appear 
in the novel, and Kurosawa relies on the close-up, as he has never done 
before or since, to convey the frenzied and agitated countenances of Dos
toevsky'S characters. But, as Richie points out, what works on the page 
seems simply overwrought on the screen.98 Rather than l ocating the ex
travagant hysterics and hallucinatory emotional states of Dostoevsky's 
world on the faces of the actors, as Kurosawa does , it would have been 
much better to locate these qualities within the structure of the imagery. 
Adapting his favorite Russian author, Kurosawa earnestly tries to remain 
faithful but thereby fails to truly transpose the material .  Donald Richie 
suggests that the source of this failure lies in Kurosawa's own identifica
tion with Dostoevsky. The critical distance necessary for a successful 
adaptation was not present.99 

Nevertheless , a good start was made. The Myshkin character is ren
dered in contemporary terms, his illness rooted in recent historical up
heavals. He has been traumatized by World War II and was nearly exe
cuted as a war criminal, and the signifier of foreignness, which in the 
novel was Switzerland, is now America. But the foreignness of Dos
toevsky'S character was also the source of his sickness, the isolation from 
Russia and the land one cause of his " idiocy."loo Kurosawa loses Dos
toevsky'S reactionary nationalism, but unfortunately he also loses the 
ideological framework that certifies and justifies the action of the novel. 
Withdrawn from the framework of the Christian tradition, Kurosawa's 
Myshkin becomes simply a gentle man, without signifying the religious 
messianism of the novel's character. Thus, his spiritual confrontation 
with the material corruptions of a moneyed society is lost in the film, and 
indeed the social criticism of the novel is completely missing. 101 Dos
toevsky sets the spirit against the flesh and Christianity against the 
power of money, but Kurosawa reads Myshkin only as an apostle of 
brotherly love and thereby dilutes his ideological significance and his 
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expressive power. Bereft of the ideological tradition that certifies his pas
sion, Kurosawa's Myshkin is a bland and insubstantial figure. 

The legacy of Dostoevsky for Kurosawa would have to be an indirect 
one. Kurosawa's own style and aesthetic personality were simply too 
powerful to be overridden by the work of another. His attempt to subor
dinate his own forms to a novelistic structure could not be maintained. 
Moreover, Myshkin is not an especially good character for Kurosawa to 
attempt to handle. He is too passive, too indecisive, and far too masochis
tic. Enlightenment for Kurosawa is signified by behavioral aggression 
and physical action, just the reverse of the inhibited, recessive Myshkin. 
The influence of, and the homages to, Dostoevsky would be apparent in 
the future as matters of style, not content. The fervid embrace of melo
drama in Red Beard, for example, its use of the brutalized child as narra
tive and moral pivot, its focus on disease as a moral and spiritual as well 
as a physical condition, place that film far more deeply within the Dos
toevskian tradition than the overt imitation of The Idiot. As Richie ob
serves, the best form of respect Kurosawa could pay Dostoevsky was to 
remain faithful to his own forms, to continue to create, not films from 
Dostoevsky, but films in the Dostoevskian manner.102 And this is what he 
went on to do, leaving The Idiot behind as a necessary act of aesthetic 
catharsis. 

A general absence of semiotic analysis prevails in The Idiot and Ra
shamon, though to a far greater degree in the former. Rash6mon, after all,  
points to the signifying modes of the silent cinema. Moreover, Kurosawa 
does alter the tone of the Akutagawa stories and does some reconstruc
tion of their point of view, though these are primarily alterations of con
tent, not form. Six years later, however, Kurosawa demonstrated much 
greater sensitivity to the essential difference between the modes of image 
and language. He recognized that the process of adapting literature to the 
screen is one not of translation but of transformation. In Throne of Blood, 
the signifiers of word and image are no longer interchangeable, and the 
verbal texture of the play is transformed into a dense, elaborate pattern
ing of image and sound. Throne of Blood dispenses with Shakespearean 
dialogue. Instead of trying to translate this poetry into Japanese, Kuro
sawa renders it as imagery. This has been generally recognized by the 
abundant literature that now exists on the film.l03 But what might be 
stressed is that the shift in the mode of signification-from words to 
images-also involves, and is motivated by, an act of cultural perception. 
Kurosawa's adaptation of the play does not simply move it to an analo
gous period of Japanese history. He transforms it according to a different 
cultural " way of seeing." The images that he has created are not cine-
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matic equivalents for the play. They go beyond the source to render the 
thematic and emotional world of Macbeth through indigenous aesthetic 
modes. The shift of signification is not simply from one form of commu
nication to another; it is not just the difference between word and image 
that is important; it is also the differences of perspective that one's native 
culture provides. In carrying out this analysis, Kurosawa demonstrates 
both his i dentity as a "global citizen," drawn to works of foreign litera
ture, and his sensitivity to the Japanese heritage and the Japanese audi
ence. Moreover, i n  transposing the play, he discovers a means of displac
ing personality as the locus of action. 

Among the things that drew him to Macbeth was his awareness of the 
similarity between the play's world of war, internecine bloodletting, and 
treachery, and Japan's own period of civil war in the sixteenth century, 
when traitors were common figures. It was a world "turned upside 
down" when lords could not be sure of the loyalty of those they com
manded. 104 Moreover, the characters seemed peculiarly suited to his 
kind of cinema. "The images of men who lived through the age when the 
weak became a prey for the strong are highly concentrated. Human be
ings are described with great intensity. In this sense, I think there is 
something in Macbeth which is common to all other works of mine."105 
In presenting these characters, however, Kurosawa has eliminated their 
moments of introspection. None of the play's great passages of self-exam
ination was retained. Instead, Washizu (Macbeth) and Asaji (Lady 
Macbeth) embody the ambition, lust, and cruelty of the play in more pure 
and absolute terms. In J .  Blumenthal's  nice phrase, their brutality and 
ambition are " distilled to almost pure materiality."106 By eliminating 
Lady Macbeth's speech in which she calls on the spirits to unsex her and 
to fil l  her with the direst cruelty, Kurosawa transforms Asaji into a figure 
of unmitigated evil ,  lacking the human dimension of Shakespeare's char
acter because she is "endowed instead with a purely physical power."107 
Similarly, Asaji 's  act of handwashing is performed as highly stylized 
mime and lacks the elaborate verbal expressions of anguish Shakespeare 
permitted his character. All  that remains of Macbeth's "Tomorrow 
and Tomorrow and Tomorrow" speech is a brief scene in which Wash
izu (Tashiro Mifune), with barely repressed verbal violence, bitterly 
calls himself a fool. These reductions are not just evidence of the "cine
matic" qualities of the film. They take us into the analysis Kurosawa is 
performing. 

The bitter disillusionment expressed in this speech, in which Mac
beth despairingly acknowledges the brevity of life and the certainty of 
death, resonates with the Buddhist perspective, which, too, acknowl-



1 44 C H A P T E R  4 

edges the transience and illusory nature of material existence. "Out, out 
brief candle! / Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player, / That struts 
and frets his hour upon the stage / And then is heard no more" echoes the 
melancholy of the Noh play Sekidera Komachi: "The temple bell of 
Sekidera / Tolls the vanity of all creation- / To ancient ears a needless 
lesson. / A mountain wind blows down Osaka's slope / To moan the 
certainty of death."I08 The fated quality to the action in Macbeth, all of it 
foretold by the witches, was transposed by Kurosawa with a sharpened 
emphasis upon predetermined action and the crushing of human free
dom beneath the laws of karma. As Richie has pointed out about the 
film's world ,  "Cause and effect is the only law. Freedom does not 
exist."I09 In Macduff and Malcolm, Shakespeare envisioned moral alter
natives to Macbeth's evil, but Kurosawa's is a closed world in Throne of 
Blood , from which a moral dialectic has vanished. As Richie notes, the 
film is circular in structure, beginning and ending with the same im
agery, a grave marker in a fog-swept and desolate landscape.llo A chorus 
intones a passage about how human vanity and ambition, reaching be
yond the grave, have wreaked violence and destruction throughout end
less lives. The events of the film-Washizu's murderous path to power 
and execution by his own men-are inscribed in a cycle of time that 
infinitely repeats. A significant alteration to the play enforces this. Un
like Shakespeare's virtuous Duncan, the lord that Washizu murders had 
gained power by murdering his own lord, and Washizu's action is thus 
a replication of this prior act of savagery. The metaphors Kurosawa de
velops-the labyrinthine forest in which Washizu becomes lost, the fog 
through which the warriors aimlessly ride, the horse that circles behind 
Washizu as Asaji plots the death of the lord-embody as patterns of 
movement these ideas of temporal circularity and the fatedness of vio
lence and evil .  111  

The transposition of Shakespeare's themes into a Buddhistic frame is 
enforced by Kurosawa's aesthetic choices, specifically his decision to 
call upon traditions of art influenced by Buddhist principles. We have 
already noted how Kurosawa dispenses with the play's introspective 
passages where the characters reflect upon the meaning of their actions. 
In place of this, he offers a presentation of character informed by the 
traditions of the Noh theater, which was a theater of the aristocratic and 
warrior classes contemporaneous with the age the film depicts. l l2  Noh 
plays typically presented the confrontation of a wandering priest with a 
ghost or spirit drawn back to this world by longing and regret and were 
intended to dramatize Buddhist ethics. Zeami noted that his art "will 



E X P E R  I M E N  T S A N 0 A 0 A P T  A T I O N  S 1 45 

28. Washizu (Tosh i ro Mifune) meets his  end in a fus i l lade of arrows. Throne of 
Blood. (Museum of Modern Art/F i lm Sti l l s Archive) 

serve to praise the Bud dha and provide the means to spread his teach
ings."I I J  Donald Keene suggests that the emotional qualities of the plays 
are embodied by the characters as absolutes, rather than as strict attrib
utes of their personalities, and the plays aim to create an atmosphere 
pervaded by these emotions instead of localizing them as the expressions 
of specific characters . 1 I4 This emphasis may be most clearly glimpsed in 
the use of  masks to express a range of  basic emotions. The masks worn by 
performers embodied stereotyped emotions and categorized the charac
ter according to type (Le. ,  warrior, old woman, demon).  Kurosawa drew 
from this tradition in his fi lm: 

Drama in the West takes its character from the psychology of 
men or circumstances; the Noh is different. First of all ,  the Noh 
has the mask, and while staring at it, the actor becomes the man 
whom the mask represents. The performance also has a defined 
style, and in devoting himself to it faithfully, the actor becomes 
possessed. Therefore, I showed each of the players a photograph 
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of the mask of the Noh which came closest to the respective role; 
I told him that the mask was his own part. To Toshiro Mifune 
who played the part of Taketoki Washizu, I showed the mask 
named Heida. This was the mask of a warrior. In the scene in 
which Mifune is persuaded by his wife to kill his lord, he cre
ated for me just the same life-like expression as the mask did. To 
Isuzu Yamada who acted the role of Asaji I showed the mask 
named Shakumi. This was the mask of a beauty no longer young, 
and represented the image of a woman about to go mad . . . .  For 
the warrior who was murdered by Macbeth and later reappears 
as an apparition, I considered the mask of the apparition of a 
nobleman of the name of Chiijo to be becoming. The witch in the 
wood was represented by the mask Yamanba.'15 

The stylization of performance according to Noh convention also ex
tended to gesture and movement. Zeami, the fourteenth-century theorist 
of Noh, insisted on the powerful effects that could be obtained by re
straint. " [N)o matter how slight a bodily action, if the motion is more 
restrained than the emotion behind it, the emotion will become the Sub
stance and the movements of the body its Function, thus moving the 
audience."1 16  He emphasized this truth in a style built from dialectical 
combinations of elements, such as the necessity of coupling violent bod
ily movements with gentle foot movements or the reverse. Similarly, 
Kurosawa corrects the misunderstanding that the Noh is necessarily 
static: " The Noh also involves terribly violent movements resembling 
those of an acrobat. They are so violent that we wonder how a man can 
manage to move so violently. The player capable of such an action per
forms it quietly, hiding the movements. Therefore both quietness and 
vehemence co-exist together. ' ' ' 1 7  

The interiors of the film incorporate the bare stage design and minimal 
props typical of Noh, and when Washizu sits in an empty room to vent 
his despair over the foolishness of his acts, his voice resounds with fury , 
but the rigidity of his body contains the emotion, barely letting it escape. 
The structure of the film as a whole,  in fact, exemplifies this dialectic 
between stasis and activity, alternating, as Noel Burch points out, be
tween sequences of furious motion and frozen immobility. l l 8  The 
masklike presentation of characters, the stylization of their movements 
(especially evident in Lady Asaji ) ,  and the elimination of verbal intro
spection, typical of the Noh, displace the emotions of the film onto ob
jects and the environment. "The things of man are conjoined, insepara-
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bly on the formal plane, with the things of nature." "9 The forest, the fog, 
the extraordinary landscapes Kurosawa presents are signifiers of an 
atmosphere charged by madness, futility, and violence. In Throne of 
Blood,  feelings are not strictly the province and expression of human 
beings but are objectified within the environment, are disclosed within 
and through the world of things . Emotions are not expressed but re
vealed. The art of the tea ceremony, haiku poetry, Noh theater-arts 
influenced by Zen Buddhism-all made a virtue of the perception of 
emotional forms within the world of nature. 120 Suzuki, for example,  dis
cusses how the implements and objects used in the tea ceremony sym
bolize not only the human place in the natural world but also the feelings 
and emotions suggested by nature and the seasons.121 

Thus, to interpret the imagery of Throne of Blood as if it were psycho
logical in nature, as if the forest or the fog were reflections of Washizu's 
mind or spirit, is to miss the shift of signification that Kurosawa is carry
ing out. He has not retained the play's structuring of greed and ambition 
as qualities of personality, as attributes of Macbeth and his wife. Kuro
sawa's characters and images counter the Western codes of realism and 
psychology. The characters signify emotion but not as the expression of 
personality. The film detaches these emotions from the psyche, studies 
them as absolute forms, and permits their mediation and revelation by 
the landscape and the environment. Rain and wind have always been 
indices of human passion in Kurosawa's films , but here the catastrophes 
precipitated by Washizu's amoral actions make desolate the entire 
world. It becomes an empty region of fog and skeletons, of harsh wind 
and thunderstorm. The Confucian belief that the order of the universe 
reflected the moral conditions of a kingdom, that evil acts by ruler or 
ruled could trigger fire and storm, is embodied in this film, where horses 
go mad, crows incessantly caw, and the forest becomes a web trapping 
the human figure. 

Kurosawa explores these landscapes in terms of the principles of 
sumi-e composition, another of the medieval arts influenced by Zen 

Buddhism.122 This style of pen and ink drawing stressed empty space as 
a positive compositional element. Only one corner of the paper might be 
filled with the image of a fisherman in a boat, the small figure sur
rounded by a large blank area. "The composition of leaving a large area 
white and drawing persons and things only within a limited section of 
the space is peculiar to Japanese art. The influence of such pictures goes 
deep with us , and comes out spontaneously in our arrangement of com
position," Kurosawa has observed. 1 23 These principles are apparent i n  
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29. The pai nterly style of Throne of Blood. Bleached sky, fog, and desolate 
pla ins  create a cosmic frame for this tale of human ambition and violence. (Mu
seum of Modern Art/F i l m  Sti l ls Archive) 

the vast, empty spaces of the landscapes that open and close the film, or 
in the whitening effect produced by fog or bleached sky in other se
quences. In either case, the images are structured by an encompassing 
void that overtakes the small human figures below. The unfilled space of 
these images has a very special aesthetic value: it generates its own plen
itude. In sumi-e, as in Throne of Blood, the use of mist and fog-shrouded 
landscapes creates "a sense of distance so extensive in height and width 
that what first seems a naturalistic panorama becomes a cosmic view.' ' ' 24 
Kurosawa's use of such landscapes should not be read as a kind of psy
chological symbol of the emptiness of human vanity. Kurosawa does 
eliminate the heroism of Shakespeare's play. The climax of the play, in 
which the forces of Malcolm, Siward, and Macduff rescue Scotland from 
tyranny,  is transformed into the cowardly and murderous rage of 
Washizu's own men ,  who cut him down, thereby extending the saga of 
betrayal yet another act. But despite this change, a voice of moral author
ity is sounded within the film. It is not located in the conventional. and 
bloody, heroics that end Macbeth. Kurosawa views that as simply more 
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of the same. The film's moral perspective emerges from the cosmic emp
tiness of the p lains and fog themselves. Over shots of mist and barren 
landscapes, a chorus sounds the lesson of the narrative, a meditation on 
the foolishness of the thirst for blood and power, that is, the foolishness 
of fixation on worldly things. The spirit condemns the rounds of war and 
mocks Washizu's ambition. Madness may prevail in the world of the 
flesh. but the chorus and the fog-shrouded plains themselves speak a 
higher wisdom. The desolation of the images is both commentary and 
rejoinder to Washizu's actions. The film attempts to speak a discourse of 
enlightenment to the violence and power hunger of human behavior, but 
unlike in other Kurosawa films , here such wisdom is no longer of this 
world. It is incarnate in the spirits, the mists, and the cosmic emptiness 
from which they issue. 

The coldness of the film ,  the absence of any moral dialectic within the 
world of human affairs, the aesthetics of reduction, of emotional distanc
ing and objectification, all must now be seen as they could not in 1957 :  
a s  forerunners o f  the resurgent pessimism i n  Kurosawa's late works, Ka
gem usha and Ran. Throne of Blood is the first major revelation of the 
countertradition to the committed, heroic mode of Kurosawa's cinema. It 
is not, however, a work of despair; not yet. The images are too controlled 
and powerful for that, and the cultural analysis it proposes too acute. 
With this work, Kurosawa has revealed how culture-bound is the act of 
seeing. By returning to the traditions of medieval aesthetics, particularly 
those informed by a restraint and simplicity of means-the Noh theater 
and sumi-e composition-Kurosawa discloses the differences between 
word and image, matter and spirit. Emotion becomes form, not expres
sion , and spirituality opposes the world, the will and its murderous im
pulses. Nevertheless, a problem remained. If human behavior itself was 
deformed ,  if in its perverse expressions all suffering originated, what 
would happen to the Kurosawa hero and the larger project of a commit
ted cinema? 

In his next film, an adaptation of Gorky'S The Lower Depths ,  Kurosawa 
again considered the problems of human vice and suffering and viewed 
them as ever self-perpetuating. Again, literary adaptation became a 
means of exploring the nature of cinema, in this case its spatial princi
ples. Like Throne of Blood, The Lower Depths is a dark meditation upon 
human cruelty and venality, studying the relations among a group of 
slum dwellers in late Tokugawa times, many of whom have fallen from 
respectable trades into grim poverty. Nevertheless , Kurosawa also finds 
in the base and chillingly cynical behavior of the characters a rich and 
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vibrant humor, and this offsets what would otherwise be a despairing 
portrait. The humor is unexpected, often dark and spiteful, but Kuro
sawa has glimpsed this before, in his own life. In his early twenties, he 
briefly lived with his brother in a tenement filled with the kind of charac
ters found in the film, people who were unemployed, living in tiny 
spaces with no running water. As he adapted to the neighborhood, he 
began to notice its unusual qualities, in particular, the importance of 
laughter. 

Some of the people who lived in this neighborhood were con
struction workers, carpenters, plasterers and the like. But the 
majority of the residents had no visible means of support and no 
definable profession. Yet somehow they shared and depended 
on each other to such a degree that what should have been a 
terribly difficult life became surprisingly optimistic and, at 
every opportunity, downright humorous. Even the small chil
dren made wisecracks. 125 

He soon realized , however, that "the bright, cheerful humor of tene
ment life I enjoyed so much harbored in its shadows a dark reality . . . .  
Ugly things happened here, as they did everywhere else."126 In Gorky'S 
play, Kurosawa found a vehicle for exploring these contrary qualities, 
the tenacity of hope and humor and the ugliness of lives spent in the 
shadow of poverty and extinction. Moreover, the play gave him the op
portunity to portray the lives of the wretched and the poor, an interest 
and focus that has been recurrent throughout his career. From the slums 
of Drunken Angel , Stray Dog, High and Low, and Dodeskaden to the 
slum dwellers cared for by the doctors and clerks of Red Beard and Ikiru , 
Kurosawa's cinema has consistently been drawn to the world of the im
poverished. Here he may p lace in sharp terms his fundamental preoccu
pations. for poverty exposes the problematic of commitment. As we have 
seen, Stray Dog and Ikiru are explicitly concerned with the renunciation 
of compassion. a focus carried out at the levels of theme and form. The 
issue will recur again in Red Beard. In each of these works, pity is set 
against commitment and is viewed as self-indulgent, as treacherous and 
dangerous in an oppressive world. Both Gorky and Dostoevsky shared 
this fascination with exploring how noble impulses and good intentions 
may lead to disaster. Dostoevsky's "idiot," Prince Myshkin, wreaks 
havoc in the lives of all around him. 
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Gorky's exploration of the duplicity of compassion is developed 
through the character of a pilgrim named Luka, who encourages the slum 
dwellers to pursue their dreams and fantasies, who preaches a gospel of 
love and tolerance, but who deserts them all at the first sign of trouble. In 
his wake, characters are dead, despairing, or arrested. Gorky later com
plained that he felt the play's point of view was weakened by not having 
someone to represent a real alternative to Luka and his message. He 
wrote: 

In the play there is no opposition to what Luka says. The basic 
question that I wanted to pose was: what is better, truth or com
passion? What is more necessary? Should compassion be carried 
to the point where it involves deception, as in Luca's case? . . .  
Luka represents compassion to the point of deception as a means 
of salvation, but there is in the play no representative of truth to 
oppose him.127 

What is more important, truth or compassion? Herein lies a moral con
tradiction to which Kurosawa's cinema has always been sensitive. En
lightenment, as in Watanabe's project to build a park, entails action, not 
pity. Pity is too easy, enlightened action far more difficult. Counterposed 
to this austere ethic in many of the films, however, is an alternative ap
preciation of the power of dreams and illusions to secure a kind of salva
tion. Like Dostoevsky, and like Gorky in this play, Kurosawa has often 
returned to the character of the dreamer and offered the example of es
cape through illusion from an unbearable world. After his early romantic 
works, though, Dostoevsky came to appreciate the dream as the ethically 
irresponsible creation of an isolated consciousness.128 Kurosawa, by con
trast, has treated such characters with affection and warmth. The couple 
in One Wonderful Sunday, Hiruta's dying, tubercular daughter in Scan
dal , the starving boy Chobo in Red Beard, the denizens of The Lower 
Depths and of Dodeskaden, all ease the misfortune of their lives with 
visions of peace, salvation, or beautiful and majestic lands. For Kuro
sawa, the dreamer is the antithesis to Sanada, Watanabe, and Niide. The 
power and appeal of illusion contest with the insistence upon a direct, 
sober confrontation with the world, and this dialectic holds a key to the 
internal disintegration of his works. In The Lower Depths, as he does in 
Dodeskaden, Kurosawa permits himself to explore at length the texture 
of fantasies that bind shredded lives. While Gorky was concerned that no 
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spokesperson for the truth existed in his play, Kurosawa is not bothered 
by this. The world may be a place of death and dissolution, but dreams 
are sufficient unto themselves. 

Unlike in Throne of Blood, dialogue is important and pervasive in this 
adaptation. Kurosawa experiments with an ensemble mode of perform
ance, modulating the characters so that they assume a unified, rhythmic 
whole ,  much like the wonderful nonsense song they sing at two points in 
the film. As always, however, Kurosawa is intent on visualizing the emo
tional dynamics that connect them. The action is confined to a single 
room and the yard outside, but the treatment of space "opens up" this 
small area to an extraordinary degree. Though the setting is quite faithful 
to the restricted area of the play, the effect is not at all "stagey." Unlike 
The Idiot, this film demonstrates that one may be faithful to a literary 
work dominated by dialogue and featuring no overt action without for
feiting the qualities of cinema. Kurosawa is able to overcome the kind of 
theatrical perspective one often senses in films adapted from plays 
largely by his reliance on the jagged editing of asymmetrical composi
tions. Throughout these chapters, we have been noting Kurosawa's affec
tion for unbalanced frames, for spaces fraught with visual tension and 
implicit violence. The Lower Depths is perhaps the supreme example of 
this princip le. Kurosawa uses the long take in many scenes, and physical 
action is static, but the frames are activated, unstable, explosive. The 
disjunctive images create a montage structure both within the frame and 
from shot to shot that propels the film along with Eisensteinian ex
plosiveness. The Lower Depths is an extremely kinetic work, but the ac
tion is perceptual and cinematic, not physical. The camera is arranged to 
stress the linear chaos of the room, placed at extreme angles to the floor 
or to the sliding screens. As in Ikiru, objects and architecture assume a 
malevolent presence, separating and trapping the human figure. The 
characters sit in groups, but each person faces a different direction, and 
Kurosawa stresses the utter isolation of foreground and background ac
tivity. The most extravagant example of this compositional montage oc
curs during a scene wherein a group of characters recline outdoors while 
the prostitute tearfully tells of her imaginary lost love.129 Kurosawa holds 
this frame for a very long time, emphasizing the stress of its l inear design. 
Six characters are arranged as verticals , horizontals, diagonals, some 
with their backs turned, some barely visible in a hidden corner of the 
image. The group is together. indulging in fantasy, yet each character is 
isolated in his or her own space. The tensions set up by the different 
spatial fields threaten to burst the image. 
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30. Spatial fragmentation and the stress of l i near form i n  The Lower Depths . 
(Museum of Modern Art/Fi lm Sti l l s  Arch ive) 

This compositional violence becomes the analogue of the hidden emo
tional cruelties that organize the characters' lives. The Lower Depths is 
built on a paradox. Physical space is limited and shared by all yet is 
fractured into little pieces , like the psyches of its inhabitants. In psycho
logical terms, there is no common space. Like illusion, emotional trauma 
is antisocial. It isolates and mocks the possibil ity of community. The 
compositional design of the film models this paradox, demonstrates the 
contrary alignments of physical and psychological space, of the theatri
cal " set" and its cinematic transformation. Dreams may be aesthetical ly 
appealing, but they can also be lies, and they may sow dissension. 
Kahei's compassionate words indirectly provoke a clash that leads to 
murder and betrayal. The Lower Depths evokes a world where the fear of 
death and dissolution is paramount and where the spirit may be buoyed 
only by fantasy and spiteful wit. As the 360-degree pan that opens the 
fi lm announces, this world is sealed, self-enclosed in a way that defeats 
all hope, all action. Heroism has ceased to be a possibility. Dreams are 
the toxin of heroic action. Trapped at the bottom of a slag heap, the only 
sound from above that these characters can hear is the caw of a d i stant 
crow. 
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How have we reached this point? How have the films managed to 
move from the force of Sanada's and Watanabe's engagement with the 
world,  and the confidence of their success, to the unmitigated desolation 
of Throne of Blood and the world of pain and dreams in The Lower 
Depths? Where are the necessary mediations, the dilemmas Kurosawa's 
cinema must have faced in order to ripen into such unrelieved pessi
mism? This darkness would emerge in triumphant domination of the 
style and tone of the final works, those ranging from Dodeskaden to Ran . 
films that almost seem the products of a different filmmaker. In the pre
vious chapter, Kurosawa's struggle to forge a committed cinema was 
seen to be overwhelmingly difficult, given the model of individual hero
ism from which he worked .  The films of the immediate postwar years 
were fraught with tensions and contradictions between the quest of the 
hero for ethical purity, personal isolation, and social rebellion and the 
contrary demands of the social structure, the incontrovertible fact that 
the self is not peripheral to the social order but is structured by it. We 
need to examine these contradictions more closely because they clearly 
reveal the defeats that stung Kurosawa's project and that are responsible 
for the emotional detachment and the relinquishing of an aggressive aes
thetic in the late works. which are films of resignation that surrender the 
challenge of engagement. The following two chapters attempt to show 
how Kurosawa reached this juncture. 



5 Form and the Modern World · 

" Petroleum resists 

the five-act form; 

. . .  Even to dra-

matize a simple 

newspaper report 

one needs some-

thing much more 

than the dramatic 

technique of a 

Hebbel or an 

Ibsen." 

-Bertolt Brecht 1 

The necessary mediations governing the passage 
from the willed optimism of the early films (No 
Regrets, Drunken Angel) to the ethic of resignation 
and despair that pervades the late works are two
fold.  One set of factors is related to the question of 
history, to which Kurosawa's work has always been 
acutely sensitive due to the turbulent socio-cultural 
matrix within which it was formed. In his period 
films, he has confronted the structures of the past 
and the marks that time has left on the culture, but 
this has been a difficult and painful confrontation. 
What emerged as the lesson of history was counter 
to the project of his cinema. Beset by repeated ina
bilities to synthesize his heroes and their mission 
with the contemporary worl d ,  Kurosawa turned to 
the past in search of spaces in which these char
acters could act, hoping that a transfigured past 
would disclose a path through the present. But this 
did not happen. The interrogation revealed time 
as a destabilizing force, intensifying the alienation 
from a committed stance that the conflicts in ad
dressing the contemporary world had already en
gendered.  The inquiry into history yielded a con
frontation that disturbed and subverted Kurosawa's 
attempts at a cultural and historical synthesis. In 
the next chapter I describe in detail the coordinates 
of this interrogation and the reasons for its break
down. 

The other set of factors must be located in the 
general shape and design of Kurosawa's forms , 
in the narrative and visual structures he has cho
sen to use in addressing socio-political issues. 
This chapter explores these forms and the ques
tion of their applicability to the kinds of issues 
that have captured his dramatic and social interest. 
As we have seen in the chapter dealing with the 
immediate postwar films , Kurosawa was drawn 
to the plight of a shattered society and was both 
fascinated and repelled by the squalor and corrup-
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tion of the black market and the gangsters that thrived in this environ

ment. But the economics of the postwar world remain peripheral to the 

real focus of films like Drunken Angel and Stray Dog, which is centered 

on individuals , on doctors, cops , and thieves. B lack market corruption 

and profiteering are used metaphorical ly to stand for a general social 

malaise against which the hero 's determination could be pitted. This was 

a malaise of passivity and resignation, the metaphor a means of disguis

ing the cultural codes of behavior against which Kurosawa's early cin

ema struggled. That the environments of these films are not treated in 

socio-economic or political terms both displaced the real objects of 

Sanada's and Murakami 's anger and made possible their small success in 

healing a patient or in capturing a thief. As long as the structures of op

pression were themselves l imited, were confined to a local black market 

ruled by a petty gangster or to the depredations of one individual un

hinged by the war, then the means of fighting back were quite clear: 

capture the thief, depose the gangster. The sump was a potent symbol 

in Drunken Angel ,  but it  was sharp ly bounded because the film could 

offer the country as refuge for spiritual and psychological healing. At the 

end , the bar-girl who loved Matsunaga is headed there with his ashes. 

Though Sanada remains behind to fight the sump, its evil influence 

could be eradicated by an official reclamation effort, l ike Watanabe 's in 

Ikiru . 
In contrast to such narrowed definitions of the social environment. 

the heroes in other films are confronted with far more massive, truly 

structural systems of oppression. The energy of Kurosawa 's efforts to 

apply his forms to social problems in the contemporary world inevitably 

led to confrontations with problems of a magnitude far beyond the 

reformist capabilities of the individual hero . The problems of atomic 

war and the nuclear economy, of the corporate state and its tentacles 

of power, and of the contradictions between extreme wealth and poverty 

bound into a single social system presented Kurosawa 's visual and nar

rati ve forms with challenges of great proportion. Record of a Living Being 
(1955) ,  The Bad Sleep Well ( 1960),  and High and Low (1963) chronicle 

the attempts to meet this challenge. These are films of extraordinary 

internal strife and tension, marked by aesthetic and ideological contra

diction, in which Kurosawa's forms struggle to adjust to new arenas of 

content. 

A discussion of this struggle points beyond Kurosawa's cinema to 

more general issues, which are far from resolved, of the appropriate rela-
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tions between form and content within a politically committed cinema. 
These issues have fueled debates that have raged for decades, and it is 
worth pausing for a moment to establish this background since it will be 
relevant to understanding the nature of Kurosawa's contemporary politi
cal films. The controversy centers on opposing views of art and its rela
tion to social and political processes. In instrumentalist theories, art is 
viewed much as an apparatus that can be "taken over" by groups or 
classes and used to communicate new agendas.2 After the Russian Revo
lution, Lenin and Trotsky both advocated the absorption by proletarian 
culture of the aesthetic models and conventions of bourgeois art, only 
they were to be used to embody the new social realities. Existing forms 
and conventions, this position suggests, can be used to express new con
tent. In the cinema, political filmmakers like Costa-Gavras (Z, Missing, 
Music Box) or Gillo Pontecorvo (Burn!) have employed various codes 
from the Hollywood cinema, such as narrative linearity and the use of 
stars, but they have informed them with leftist perspectives. Jack 
Lemmon discovers fascist Chile,  for example, in Missing, and Marlon 
Brando plays a nineteenth-century imperialist in Burn!. Politics are 
placed inside the film at the level of content, and the advantage is alleged 
to be the accessibility to a mass audience that the use of popular forms 
and conventions permits. To some extent this is true.  Undoubtedly, 
Missing helped communicate the brutality of Pinochet's dictatorship to 
sectors of the public for which it had been a nonreality. On the other 
hand, as critics of this approach point out, form does structure content. 
The problems of Chileans are displaced by Lemmon's empathic presence 
as a distraught father searching for his son, thus, with perverse irony 
considering the reasons for Allende's downfall ,  making sense of the Chil
ean debacle by converting it into an American tragedy dealing with the 
sundering of a family. 

In contrast to instrumentalist views that tend to deny the primacy of 
form, transformative views of art emphasize this primacy and have 
played a much more active role in shaping traditions of political cin
ema.3 Counterposed to the positions of Lenin and Trotsky was the work 
of the Formalists in literature and of Eisenstein and Vertov in film, both 
emphasizing the nature of the artwork as a construction that transforms , 
rather than reflects, the materials of social reality. In calling for a materi
alist approach to form, Eisenstein argued that the structure of film form 
communicates ideology, that, for example, the " structure that is re
flected in the concept of Griffith montage is the structure of bourgeois 
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society."· Brecht. whose work has been a central influence on subse
quent attempts to shape a radical cinema. emphatically denied that exist
ing aesthetic forms could be occupied like so much territory by groups 
contesting the society that had shaped those forms: 

Literary works cannot be taken over like factories; literary forms 
of expression cannot be taken over like patents. Even the realis
tic mode of writing. of which literature provides many very dif
ferent examples, bears the stamp of the way it was employed, 
when and by which class , down to its smallest details. With the 
people struggling and changing reality before our eyes, we must 
not cling to "tried" rules of narrative, venerable literary models, 
eternal aesthetic laws .s 

Thus Brecht urged the necessity of exploring new forms that might more 
accurately and acutely embody the social phenomena of mass industrial 
society, whose characteristic institutions, such as the petroleum indus
try or the stock market, defied conventional means of dramatic represen
tation. Like Eisenstein and the Formalists, Brecht urged attention to the 
semiotic or s.ymbolic distinctness of the artwork and to the determining 
importance of form. 

For Brecht and the filmmakers who have worked from his tradition, 
politics enters the artwork through the structural relations of its materi
als. Thus , Godard, Bertolucci, Pasolini, Jancs6, and others have been in
terested in charting paths away from Hollywood codes and, sometimes, 
in responding directly to those codes . Their attempts to capture histori
cal realities have been predicated upon an expansion and experimenta
tion with cinematic form. This is because, as Dana Polan points out, 
"Historical reality . . .  is not a mere signified, a content to be seized up by 
cognition."6 It enters and shapes the signifier, which must be reworked 
to permit new ideologies and perspectives to be manifest. Here lies the 
ground for the critique of Hollywood cinema as a " transparent" mode 
that effaces its own signifiers, the traces of the work that produced it. For 
the tradition of cinema inaugurated by Brecht and whose main influence 
has been Godard, a degree of self-reflexivity has been essential. The 
structure of form has been disclosed so that the film may be seen as bear
ing the marks of its production, inviting the viewer to assume a reflective 
and critical stance that precludes his or her being overwhelmed by the 
spectacle, which Brecht had cautioned against. Godard , Pasolini .  
Glauber Rocha, and Nagisa Oshima foreground the structure of  their 
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forms so as to invite the viewer into this new relationship with the film 
and with the material world that lies outside the theater. These are strat
egies for avoiding what Fredric Jameson has characterized as the mean
ing of the commodity form, the obliteration of "the signs of work on the 
product in order to make it  easier for us to forget the class structure 
which is its organizational framework."7 For this aesthetic tradition, it is 
not enough simply to make films that have a revolutionary content. Wal
ter Benjamin wrote that what must be changed is the apparatus itself, 
that is,  the institutions and forms of cinema and the other arts. Author, 
reader, and spectator must all become producers and collaborators.8  The 
reconfiguration of form, then, permits not just the grasping of new social 
realities, or of old realities seen anew, but a reshaping of the spectator's 
relationship with the artwork as well .  For Brecht, this threefold transfor
mation-of form, history, and spectator-was the essence of realism, that 
is, of a committed aesthetic. 

The controversy between instrumentalist and transformative views of 
art. and the issues they presuppose, is extremely complex. and this cur
sory treatment can only summarize their barest outlines. But it  is im
portant to grasp the essentials of this debate because of Kurosawa's own 
ambiguous relationship to its opposing terms. Kurosawa. like Brecht. 
has sought to fashion a committed art. but unlike the German playwright, 
he has resisted radical formal experimentation and. above all ,  a self
reflexive cinematic voice. In shifting his attention to the political prob
lems of an advanced industrial society, in dealing with issues like atomic 
war or class conflict that have a systemic origin rather than an individual 
one, Kurosawa did not rethink or rework any of his existing forms. He 
simply applied them to the new contexts. As such. Record of a Living 
Being. The Bad Sleep Well ,  and High and Low provide a basis on which 
to evaluate the competing claims of the aesthetic traditions outlined 
above. Previous forms are infused with a new, politically far more ex
plicit content. What happens when these new dramatic interests are en
cased in the old forms? Can they be taken over and used to express the 
new focus? Or does a collision result, in which form and content are set 
in opposition. each vying for supremacy over the other? 

Record of a Living Being emerged from the personal concerns about 
nuclear weapons shared by Kurosawa and his composer-friend Fumio 
Hayasaka. whose own death from tuberculosis occurred during the pro
duction. The film was to be a testament to their responsibility as artists 
for the well-being of the society in which they lived and worked. Kuro
sawa recalls the genesis of the film: 
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While I was making Seven Samurai I went to see Hayasaka, who 
was sick, and we were talking and he said that if a person was in 
danger of dying he couldn't work very well. He was quite ill at 
the time, very weak, and we did not know when he might die. 
And he knew this too. Just before this we had had word of the 
B ikini experiments. When he had said a person dying could not 
work I thought he meant himself-but he didn't, it turned out. 
He meant everyone; all  of us .  Next time I met him I suggested we 
do a film on just that subject.9 

As Kurosawa worked with his screenwriters, the conviction formed that 
they were all  making the sort of film that, "after it was all over and the 
last judgement was upon us,  we could stand up and account for our past 
lives by saying proudly: We made lkimono no Kiroku.' ''o Perhaps as an 
influence from Hayasaka's own situation, Record is concerned with the 
issues of illness and death: the terminal anxiety of society under the 
shadow of the bomb, the pathology of individuals who live with it daily, 
and the possibilities of mass death that it constantly portends. The film 
portrays a world on the edge of the apocalypse, which is sensed by the 
protagonist Nakajima (Toshiro Mifune) .  who develops an overpowering 
fear of the bomb and consequently attempts to move his family to Brazil 
where he irrationally believes they will be safe from radiation. Record 
chronicles Nakajima's increasingly frenzied efforts to relocate his family 
and, failing at that, his psychological collapse and confinement in an 
asylum. Yet these fears are social in essence, even though the film 
chooses to reveal them through the pathology of the individual. Na
kajima's personal irrationality contains a deeper social wisdom. The per
sonal concerns of Kurosawa and Hayasaka were grounded in a mass pub
lic panic that occurred in 1954,  when Japanese fishermen were dusted by 
radioactive ash from a nuclear detonation at Bikini. Their catch went to 
market, however, and triggered a scare about fish contamination, helping 
generate a reawakening of popular opposition to the bomb. Record re
flects this climate of fear and uncertainty and projects it into the charac
ter and behavior of Nakajima, but the film uneasily negotiates the twin 
impulses that lie behind its creation: the personal reflections of the film
makers and the SOciological phenomenon of a terrorized populace grown 
afraid of its environment. While the topic calls for a political analysis ,  
this is deflected by a focus on the psychic costs of  living in the shadow 
of the bomb."  The film is split between its two voices, the social and the 
psychological, and while wishing to speak in the former, it never fully 
relinquishes the latter. 
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3 1 .  Anxieties of the nuclear age: Nakaj ima (Toshiro Mifune) contemplates the 
apocalypse i n  Record of a Living Being. (Museum of Modern Art/Fi l m  Sti l l s  
Archive) 

The contestation of these voices is apparent at the very beginning of 
Record of a Living Being. The credits appear overtop a series of high
angle long shots of the city. We see pedestrians crossing the street and 
boarding streetcars. Intersecting patterns of linear movement create a 
strong geometry of design in many of the images. Pedestrians cross the 
frame in one direction, offset by streetcars traveling in an opposing direc
tion, both planes of movement bisected by the vertical lines of an addi
tional set of tracks running down the center of the frame. By flattening 
space and thereby heightening its linear features, the telephoto lens ac
centuates the geometry of the i mage. These spaces, formed by networks 
of intersecting movements and lines, are social grids, through which the 
inhabitants of the film, and the culture, move. The long shots of the city 
opening the film describe the coordinates of these grids and thereby de
fine an essentially social focus at the outset. But no terror is visible. As 
Joan Mellen points out, these people are oblivious to the threat to their 
Ii ves.1Z  The long-shot setups enunciate a distanced perspective that is 
the perfect analogue to the complacency regarding the bomb, which 
everyone but Nakajima shares. The social space is contaminated by that 
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complacency, and the film observes what happens when that compla
cency is challenged by an individual who rejects the threat of atomic 
annihilation. Both the bomb, and the committed hero, are inserted into 
these grids, and the film studies the subsequent destabilization. It does 
so, however, by veering from a social to a psychological focus. 

The sequence of long shots ends when the camera pans with a passing 
streetcar to reveal the dental clinic of Dr. Harada (Takashi Shimura). 
The camera then tracks through the window as Harada receives a phone 
call summoning him to Family Court, where he acts as a mediator in 
family disputes. Here he will meet Nakajima and launch an inquiry into 
the basis of his fears. Harada is a character who formalizes the query of 
the narrative and who acts as a foil for Nakajima, prompting his self
revelation. From now on, the narrative focus, and the problem that fasci
nates Harada, will be on learning the causes of Nakajima's extraordinary 
fear, which neither his family nor anyone else can grasp. Harada tells his 
son that he doesn't u nderstand Nakajima, whose fear is shared by all 
Japanese but which for him has assumed such overpowering propor
tions. Harada thus articulates the enigmatic code of the narrative, and the 
political analysis of the film will turn on offering a credible account of 
Nakajima's "i llness." The political rebel is defined at the outset as a puz
zle, a problem around which the text of the film is organized. The film 
immediately alienates its own perspective . Political rebellion, rather 
than the target of that rebellion, becomes the object of inquiry. 

Nakajima's family members have pressured his wife into filing a peti
tion requesting that the court declare him incompetent. His plans to relo
cate the family in Brazil threaten their livelihood , which is centered in 
the foundry that the family operates. To sell the foundry, as the old man 
plans to do, would deprive them of their income, and no one wants to 
become a farmer in South America. Moreover, Nakajima has several mis
tresses and children by them whom he wants to take to Brazil as well. 
This adds a stinging insult to what his children perceive as the general 
insanity of the proposal to relocate. They tell the court that their father is 
despotic, selfish, and crazy, and that they need to be protected from his 
whims. The bulk of the film centers on this conflict, as the family mem
bers maneuver to have him declared incompetent and Nakajima fights to 
preserve his autonomy. His children cannot see that his obsession with 
moving stems from his love for them and his desire to protect them from 
the bombs. This family relationship is of crucial importance both at the 
narrative level and for the kind of analysis the film develops, and we will 
return to the point shortly. 
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It is important, first, to consider the film's peculiar presentation of the 
hero, which is so formalized that it verges on the self-reflexive. Record of 
a Living Being is almost a film about the making and unmaking of a Kuro
sawa hero and, in this degree of self-consciousness, shows clearly how 
close Kurosawa will come to inquiring into the meaning and limitations 
of his chosen forms without ever actually abandoning them. The inquiry 
is pursued at great length, even to the point where it causes the forms to 
break down, but Kurosawa does not reassemble them in a new configura
tion. Instead, he participates in their destruction, ending the film at the 
moment of maximum formal dissociation. The effort to address the prob
lems of the nuclear age was inseparable from an investigation of the 
means by which to do so, but this did not entail a search for new means. 
It ended the old ones but did not point in new directions. Thus, there is 
something deathly about Record that is unrelated to its topic or to the 
facts of Hayasaka's illness. 

The film's presentation and analysis of its hero may be approached 
through a grasp of its visual design, since, as always with Kurosawa, the 
structure of the imagery formalizes deeper thematic and metaphorical 
dimensions of meaning. Record of a Living Being is the dialectical oppo
site of the film that preceded it, Seven Samurai. By contrast with the 
celebration of movement in that film , its charging of every image with 
kinetic energy, Record is a film of stasis and blocked energy. Its visual 
design is thrombotic, surrounding the characters with dense spaces and 
asphyxiating enclosures. The scenes at the family court, where Harada 
first meets Nakajima and learns of his obsession, are distinguished by an 
extraordinary density of space within the image. The court meets in a 
tiny office, into which is crowded the three mediators, Nakajima, his 
wife, two sons, two daughters, and one son-in-law. Kurosawa films the 
scene using multiple cameras, so that the cutting produces very little in 
the way of conventional continuity, accentuating the sense of clutter and 
tight space. In addition, the extremely long lenses used in filming pro
duce a claustrophobic quality in the interiors as well as in the exteriors 
by compressing space, and Kurosawa magnifies this restriction of area 
and perspective by using extremely low angles in many of the exterior 
scenes that narrowly circumscribe the available view. 

The reduced and narrowed spaces of these images formalize the plight 
of Nakajima and define his dilemma as one of an inability to move or act. 
In the office of the Family Court, he is beset by family members quarrel
ing about his money and his will,  surrounded on all sides by hostile 
relatives about whom, quixotically, he deeply cares. The family blocks 
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his ability to sell the foundry, even to liquidate his capital. He is hemmed 
in by invective at home and by the courts that freeze his assets. Record of 
a Living Being, unlike all Kurosawa's other films, is about a hero who 
cannot act and who therefore suffers the tortures of the damned. Kuro
sawa 's characters define themselves through action, externalize their 
morality through behavior, and his forms participate in this externaliza
tion, camera movement grounding the energy of the characters' protest, 
the jagged editing describing the fragmented structures of the social 
world that, paradoxically, offer the hope for success. In Record , by con
trast, space and form constrict. They immobilize Nakajima and prevent 
him from carrying out his plans. The court asks him if he fears the bombs, 
and he replies he has no fear, saying (repeating the Kurosawa credo of 
direct vision) that it is cowards who tremble and close their eyes to the 
danger. But when the court decides in favor of his family and impounds 
his assets, effectively defeating his plans to move, Nakajima is trans
formed. Harada meets him on the street some time later and sees a trem
bling, anxious man. Nakajima scornfully tells him he is full of fears now 
that he has been rendered helpless. As they speak. the roar of trucks and 
trains sounds like bombs, and exhaust fumes fill the air like fallout, mak
ing palpable the source of Nakajima's unease. 

Record of a Living Being is a meditation on what sustains the Kuro
sawa hero and on the consequences of its withdrawal .  Blocked from 
physical action, Nakajima retreats into the insanity of which his family 
has long accused him. In an irrational act, he burns down his foundry, 
believing that with it gone, the family will be free and willing to migrate 
to Brazil .  But this act only intensifies the constriction of space that besets 
him. The tight confines of the court offices are replaced by the tiny re
cesses of a jail cell and, finally, by the isolation and despair of the asy
lum, the family with its restrictive wishes definitively succeeded by its 
state equivalent, the prisoner's bars. Immobilized forever by the power of 
the state, from which he had attempted escape, Nakajima in despair re
sorts to the only kind of movement left him, psychic movement. In his 
mind . he travels to a secure place on some other planet, where he halluci
nates the burning of the Earth, which Kurosawa simulates by filming 
directly into the sun. As in many of his other films, dreams become a 
substitute for the lost possibilities of real political action. 

The space and energy of Nakajima's protest have been absorbed by the 
family and defused by it. This is made clear at a structural level during 
a scene outside the court office. As Judge Araki reads the family petition, 
its text is superimposed overtop a close-up of Nakajima's face. As the 
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superimposition is maintained , the camera tracks and pans to reveal a 
line of family members seated to the right of Nakajima. The space of the 
images has shifted to integrate Nakajima, isolated by the passion of his 
protest, into the body of the family that will prove so effective in contain
ing that protest. The next cut extends and deepens this integration. The 
camera draws back from Nakajima and the family members behind him 
to a position farther down the hall. The new frame reveals the remaining 
relatives, with Nakajima situated in the distance between the two rows of 
hostile offspring. The petition is still superimposed over the image, 
which thereby describes the dual grounds of his deadlock, his en
gulfment and the absorption of his protest by the family and the court 
acting on its behalf. Space, which is usually mobilized by the energy of 
the hero's protest so that it becomes the signifier of that rebellion, is now 
the enemy, foreclosing the possibilities of movement, blocking the im
perative to act so that, with nowhere to go, this imperative turns inward, 
becoming poisonous, and ending in dysfunctional hallucinations. In its 
narrative and spatial design, Record reveals with great intensity the 
breakdown and destruction of the Kurosawa hero. 

This fate is rooted in the nature of Nakajima's protest, which, as Judge 
Araki observes, is directed against a problem that is too big for an indi
vidual to solve. We need now to consider the specific relation of this 
destruction to the political analysis of the film. The film not only permits 
but necessitates Nakajima's defeat. Though the bombs terrify him and he 
regards their invention as a terrible development, his immediate struggle 
is directed against his family, not against nuclear weapons themselves, 
nor against the state-industrial complex that administers them. It is a 
curious sort of protest, and it manifests itself not in political anger but in 
a desperate attempt to flee Japan. In his struggle against the family, the 
film counterpoints two different discourses. Nakajima speaks a language 
that venerates life, not death, and the responsibility for preserving it. As 
his relatives bicker about the loss of their fortune if they move to Brazil ,  
he tells them that life i s  very precious, but his son Jiro responds that 
everyone dies sooner or later. In a rare moment of political anger, Na
kajima replies that he doesn't mind dying but he hates to be killed. Jiro's 
remark manifests a resignation that is echoed by other characters in the 
film. Harada asks his son how he can be so calm if he is afraid of the 
bombs, and the boy replies, with a shrug, that it's because you can't 
dodge them. Araki, the court mediator, tries to mitigate Harada's feelings 
of responsibility for Nakajima's breakdown by saying that the old man' s  
misfortunes are really nobody's fault, except for the bombs themselves. 
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Coursing through all these remarks, offered by different characters at var
ious points in the film, is an abdication of responsibility and a cloaking 
of fear with protective complacency. This is the other voice that counter
points Nakajima's insistence upon personal action and accountability. 

But this complacency is not merely a self-justifying and protective at
titude. It also has a material basis and function. The family members who 
oppose Nakajima all fret and worry about the loss of their fortune, and 
this is counterposed to his concern for their lives. Even the mistresses 
and their children scheme to be included in his will after he suffers a 
collapse from the frustration of trying to beat the court. Recognizing the 
importance of the foundry in their lives, Nakajima burns it down, trying 
to remove the material basis of their resistance. The space of the family 
has not merely absorbed the energy of Nakajima's protest, but it has itself 
been absorbed by the dominant structures of state and society. The irony 
of an advanced industrial economy is that political or social rebellion 
carries heavy material costs. Nakajima cannot merely rebel from an act of 
conscience because he also has to consider the fate of his family, which 
is threatened with ruin or dispersal by this rebellion. The punishment 
for social protest may be financial ruin. That all the relatives are worried 
about their incomes, and use the threat of this loss as evidence of Na
kajima's despotism and insanity, is not merely an index of their individ
ual selfishness. It, too, is a political response, but one that seeks to re
coup the threat and example of Nakajima's protest and convert it into 
socially acceptable terms. Nakajima can stop protesting and preserve his 
family, or he can continue to rebel and destroy it. The discourse of 
money is a substitute for empowerment. Denied control by the state over 
their political survival, the relatives speak a language of financial sur
vival .  Through the material incentives its economy offers, the state binds 
individuals to its policies and defuses their protest. When Nakajima 
torches his foundry, he believes he has solved his problems, only to real
ize that he has destroyed the livelihood of his workers. The economic 
interdependencies of industrial society convert his rebellion into a 
means of victimizing others. Society protects itself by setting, economi
cally, everyone against all.  The discourse of money thereby speaks, and 
enforces, policies and attitudes of resignation. 

Thus, the nuclear bombs become domesticated ,  capable of being toler
ated, even forgotten. Moreover, the nuclearization of culture is internal
ized by the family, which becomes mobilized to quarantine the society 
against protesters. The domestication of the bomb, its absorption into the 
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rituals of daily life to the point where it becomes invisible, is brilliantly 
visualized in a sequence that counterpoints Nakajima's frenzied anxie
ties against the calm reactions of a mistress who simply does not see 
what he does. Nakajima is visiting her, sitting on the floor while she 
hangs laundry outside. He is trying to persuade her and her father to 
come with him to Brazil and, ironically, given his own agitation, trying 
to make her feel more comfortable around his legitimate family mem
bers. As he speaks, a group of planes roar by overhead, and Nakajima 
responds with visible discomfort. These planes make palpable within 
the film the otherwise unseen U.S.  military presence and the controver
sial security arrangements between the United States and Japan, which, 
long a disputed aspect of Japanese political culture, would generate mas
sive protests by 1 960.13 Hearing the planes , Nakajima looks around nerv
ously and then continues his conversation. In a moment, the planes 
screech by a second and then a third time. The clothing outside flutters 
as if in their wake. Each time Nakajima trembles with fear. Then a silent 
flash of lightning bleaches out the image, and Nakajima scrambles away 
from the sliding screen. He rushes to the baby and crouches over it pro
tectively. The baby begins to cry in distress. As the delayed thunder rolls 
over the house, the mother grabs the baby from Nakajima, who now cow
ers on the floor. A dust cloud swirls across the yard outside, followed a 
moment later by a rainstorm. 

Each of the sensory events in this sequence-the roar of planes, the 
flash of lightning, the crash of thunder, the cloud of dust, and the rain
is separated by a delay and a silence laden with expectation. Like the 
cultural silences that surround the bomb, as something about which no 
one speaks, these silences are threatening and electric. The patterns of 
weather that they punctuate-the wind , the dust, the rain-become sin
ister within a context of nuclear war, since these are potential carriers of 
fallout. Of course, it is only a muggy summer day, and Nakajima's anxie
ties are leading him toward madness. The sequence, therefore, might 
seem to work primarily as a description of his fevered state of mind. But 
it does more than this. It visualizes the bomb's penetration of the culture, 
its insinuation into daily life. Planes roar by, followed by a flash of light, 
a dust cloud, and a storm, just as if a real bomb had been detonated. But 
Nakajima's  mistress sees none of this.  She reacts only to the cry of her 
baby and snatches it away from him, unable to understand why he is 
terrified. The bomb deforms the senses as the price exacted for living 
with it. Once the senses are closed, that is, depoliticized, the bomb fuses 
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with daily life , and the signifiers of the holocaust are innocently trans
formed into the signs of a muggy summer day and a random group of 
planes crossing the sky. 

The structure of this sequence discloses the space of politics within 
the film. It is, literally, the absent and the unseen. The planes are never 
glimpsed, only heard, and the bombs that they may be carrying remain a 
distant threat. Though Nakajima said he did not mind dying but hated to 
be killed, the film does not disclose who does this killing or the institu
tions that guide it. Record of a Living Being deals with nuclear phenom
ena on a second-order level of transformation, in the guise of the family, 
its economic worries, and the pervasiveness of eerie weather patterns
oppressive heat, fiery lightning, torrential rain-that, as Richie notes, are 
implicitly apocalyptic.14 The bomb pervades the culture and saturates the 
air with a sweaty fear no one will acknowledge while being, itself, un
seen. Because the film does not admit, or even acknowledge, the institu
tional structure of atomic war production, its roots in the organization of 
state and economy, the bomb remains merely an ethical, not a political , 
problem and therefore something potentially addressable by the individ
ual hero. But what makes Record a fascinating film is its awareness of 
that which it represses. Though the narrative centers Nakajima in oppo
sition to his family, not to the state, and though it insists he remain iso
lated in his rebellion, the gradual disintegraton of his protest is evidence 
of the textual work of repression, of its denial of the transindividual na
ture of the problem. Nakajima's inability to move is a structural symptom 
of the deadlock that besets Kurosawa's own analysis, confined as it is to 
individuals and ethical questions of personal responsibility. Nakajima's 
immobility reproduces the quandary of Kurosawa's cinema in its efforts 
to come to terms with power and oppression as institutional structures. 

Institutions have always been the enemies in Kurosawa's films. but 
the isolation of the hero that this enmity breeds prevents an organized, 
collective response to social oppression. Thus, though popular move
ments against the bomb existed at the time the film was made, Nakajima 
never stands a chance of joining them. "Kurosawa falls short of counter
posing to Nakajima's quixotic plan a more effective means of approach
ing the threat of nuclear war. Lacking this dimension, the film seems 
incomplete as if something remains to be said."15 With the path toward 
a really political analysis foreclosed, the film must repress the bomb it
self, disclosing its threat connotatively, as in the sequence with the 
planes. And the only movement possible for Nakajima is a centripetal 
one, a movement toward greater rigidity and immobility and the collapse 
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32. Nakaj ima cannot escape the socia l  space of his fam i ly.  Record of a Living 
Being. (Museum of Modern Art/F i l m  Sti l ls Arch ive) 

of his rebellion. With Nakajima confined in the asylum, hallucinating a 

burning Earth, the film ends with a sequence that inverts the " happy 

birthday" shot from lkiru. In that fi lm,  as Watanabe descended the stairs 

clutching his white rabbi t ,  bolstered by the determination to build the 

park, he passed a young girl going up the stairs, while her companions 
sang "happy birthday" ostensibly to her but really for him. Now, at the 

close of Record of a Li ving Being, the same actor, Takashi Shimura, as 
Harada, again descends a corridor, away from Nakajima's cell,  while t he 

foundry owner's young mistress climbs the corridor on her way to see the 

old man. She passes Harada, and they both pause, he on the way down ,  

she o n  the way up.  The long lens s o  compresses space t hat the shot is  
rendered a l most abstract in design, and the characters seem to hover in 

midair, their movement slowed , almost frozen. As they leave the frame, 

a final fade-out ends the film. The corresponding sequence in Ikiru 
promised l iberation,  unleashed energy, and movement, but this se

quence embodies stasis ,  confinement, and hallucinations of oblivion. In 
this final image, the narrative itself freezes, irresolutely, unable to find a 

way of l inking Nakaji ma's failed protest with alternate political strate-
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gies that may promise greater success. Nakajima's immobilization infects 
the narrative itself, the movement of which is finally arrested, as the 
political and social dilemmas that motivated the film ultimately elude it. 
By inflecting the social rebel with the stigma of psychosis, the logic of the 
text, founded upon a general denial of politics, must end by imprisoning 
him and thereby circumventing its own inquiry. Nakajima has been can
nibalized by the very forms of the film. 

An important component of those forms has not yet been fully consid
ered. We have seen how the general visual design of Record of a Living 
Being emphasizes the restriction of space and how this resonates 
through the film's content and narrative structure. We have not yet dis
cussed, however, the technical basis for this restriction. It is worth paus
ing a moment to explore this basis, which lies in the use of " long" or 
telephoto lenses. Lenses of long focal length are one of the centerpieces 
of Kurosawa's cinematic style, and we should consider their effects upon 
his work.16 These lenses begin to assume significant compositional func
tions as early as Stray Dog, when he adopts telephoto perspectives to 
film the devastated middle-class household where Yusa has robbed and 
murdered. They are important features of style in Rash6mon, Ikiru, and 
Seven Samurai (where they create the impression of being in the midst 
of the battles by bringing the action " directly into the laps of the audi
ence" l 7) and will come to assume an even greater role in the films that 
follow. Their presence and effects overwhelmingly shape the articula
tion of space in Record. Consideration of the stylistic importance of these 
lenses for Kurosawa will also extend our understanding of his handling 
of movement. His choreography of on-screen motion is a function of the 
use of long lenses,  so that a discussion of compositional principles will 
also have to include their effects on the organization of character and 
camera movement. 

Before the films of the 1 950s, when the long lens begins to disturb the 
spatial fields with its distinctive characteristics, space on-screen exists 
for Kurosawa in a manner that is not fundamentally distinct from its 
usage in the dominant tradition of narrative cinema, that is, as a volume 
in which characters may be situated and through which they may move. 
The spaces within his frames have depth in which the characters are 
oriented. Kurosawa, however, will use camera movement and cutting to 
disturb these spatial fields, to charge them with visual tensions, so that 
they begin to fragment and to observe principles of discontinuity. Kuro
sawa's images jolt and bang together, but they do so in a way that still 
preserves the character of space as a volume. In this respect, they are not 
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fundamentally different from the design of Hollywood films, where prin
ciples of continuity cutting also structure relations of physical depth 
within the image. In the films following Stray Dog, however, a new vis
ual aesthetic begins to emerge and to grow more marked. This aesthetic 
is created by using the lenses of long focal length. and it is joined to the 
principles of montage cutting. 

To understand this new aesthetic. we must first grasp certain proper
ties of these lenses. They permit a filmmaker to effect a compression of 
depth within the image because they make distant objects appear much 
closer than they actually are. The spatial field thus becomes squeezed 
together, and the " l onger" the lens. the greater the apparent contraction 
of depth. In films shot with moderate or short focal length lenses, the 
illusion of spatial depth is primary. but in Kurosawa's films . once the 
telephoto lens becomes a dominant feature of style, this is no longer true. 
His filmic space in works like Record of a Living Being tends to exist on 
a two-dimensional plane. a horizontal-vertical axis, rather than strictly 
in an illusionary three dimensions. His frames are defined by relations of 
height and width, which frequently take primacy over those of depth. 
Depth relations are still suggested. Indeed. object occlusion or overlap 
still functions within the frame as a depth cue. but the force of this cue 
is mitigated by the perspective realignments achieved with telephoto 
lenses. The illusion of three-dimensional space, basic to the tradition of 
narrative cinema. becomes for Kurosawa a planar conception of space. 
For him, space is a plane. not a volume. 

One can no longer speak of movement through space in the way one 
can with films by other directors. for space no longer exists within the 
frame as a volume within which to inscribe the movements of a charac
ter. When a horseman gallops toward the camera in one of Kurosawa's 
films shot with long lenses, that movement becomes dislocated. The 
horseman does not travel through a depth of space toward the camera, 
but instead his actions are suspended from spatial considerations; or 
more precisely, a spatial context defined by depth perspective no longer 
serves to contain the movements of the character. This estranges our per
ception of motion from the kind of filmic context in which it normally 
occurs. The result is a heightening of sensation. The motion begins to 
vibrate in two dimensions rather than flow in three. The movements 
become hypnotic because they appear so strange. Highly stylized, ab
stracted from a conventional spatial context, they are thereby intensi
fied. The expressive characteristics of these lenses are linked to the in
tent of Kurosawa's cinema, which is to study on-screen movement by 
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heightening its presence. The long lenses transform motion from the ob
j ect of the camera's gaze to the subject of the film. By creating movement 
as subject, the lenses work as an analytic tool. 

The conversion of space into a plane has a number of interesting con
sequences. Perhaps the most obvious is that it aligns Kurosawa, with his 
painterly interests and training, with a tradition of composition in Japa
nese art that stresses a compression of pictorial planes. Painting in this 
tradition emphasizes surface values and a decorative treatment and elim
inates overt depth cues from the image, for example, by using clouds to 
whiten large areas of the picture and thereby confuse a sense of scale.18 
In a sumi-e drawing, much of the compositional space is left deliberately 
empty. Similarly, by flattening an area of space, Kurosawa's lenses pre
vent it from being filled, that is,  from being treated as a volume. While 
Kurosawa's space does not have the mystical values that sumi-e space 
does, it does p erform a similar operation. Both are hostile to an orienta
tion to space that regards it as a mere container of objects. 

In addition to this proximity to an aesthetic tradition, another conse
quence of the long lens for Kurosawa's work is its intensification of lin
ear features of composition and movement. These have characterized his 
work since Sanshir6 Sugata, but the long lens creates a magnification of 
their effect. Kurosawa organizes movement to produce a dialectical rela
tionship with the effects of the lens. He mitigates and modulates the 
space-compressing effects of the lens by using patterns of movement to 
suggest multiple planes of space. Linear patterns of movement create 
internal areas of differentiation within the frame, open the frame up in a 
way counter to the effects of the telephoto lenses. The opening of Record 

of a Living Being has already been mentioned, where pedestrians and 
streetcars cross the frame in opposing directions, in planes of space per
pendicular to the camera's axis of view. The opposing movements set off 
these two planes of space, one containing people, the other containing 
the streetcars. The shot organizes zones of movement so that a spatial 
field, foreground and background areas, is established in tension with 
the telephoto lens, which works toward compressing and therefore dis
solving foreground and background. 

This organization of converging lines of movement is typical of Kuro
sawa and occurs throughout his films. One could multiply examples . He 
often defines planes of movement perpendicular to each other. For ex
ample, in Y6jimb6 the hero crosses the frame from left to right in the 
foreground, while the villain advances toward the camera from the back
ground, as the telephoto lens produces the illusion that they are about to 
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crash into each other. In Drunken Angel , when Sanada and Matsunaga 
walk through the city, they advance directly toward the camera as a 
crowd of people rushes across the frame in the foreground, perpendicu
lar to the plane of their advance. This shot does not feature a te lephoto 
perspective, but it illustrates how basic this choreography of movement 
is to Kurosawa's cinema. Such linear arrangements of movement have a 
metaphorical function: they serve to distinguish the hero from his antag
onist or from the masses of ordinary people for whom heroic action is 
always out of the question. Often, Kurosawa will visualize this distinc
tion in terms of directly opposing zones of motion, as in Record of a 
Living Being when Nakajima rides in a car across the frame to the left 
through a crowd of people that is moving to the right. Again, this pattern 
of movement is featured in nontelephoto shots as well ,  as in Seven Sam
urai when Kambei, crossing the frame to the right as he returns from 
watching the master swordsman in a duel, is engulfed by a crowd rush
ing to the left, in the direction he has come. This way of visualizing 
movement is one of Kurosawa's visual signatures, but it assumes a spe
cial function in relation to the telephoto lenses. The long lens accentu
ates the fundamental linearity of Kurosawa's organization of composi
tion by reducing space to vertical and horizontal coordinates. This gives 
movement the urgency and importance it has in his cinema. It holds at 
bay the space-devouring power of the lenses, precariously opens up the 
frame , and holds in check the drift toward compositional freezing and 
immobility that the lenses threaten. As always, movement for Kurosawa 
is life. It is that which creates space. 

Two additional components of Kurosawa's mature style must now be 
considered since they, in addition to the telephoto lenses, play impor
tant roles in the other films to be studied in this chapter. The fundamen
tal linearity of Kurosawa's cinematic system emerged early and estab
lished the formal basis that facilitated the later integration of telephoto 
lenses. Similarly, the two additional elements-the use of multicamera 
filming and the cinemascope (anamorphic) frame-are extensions of al
ready-existing aesthetic principles. Kurosawa routinely covers a scene 
with three or more cameras, stationed in different places , rolling simulta
neously. This multi camera approach, which he uses to overcome the 
actor's acute consciousness of a single camera's position and which he 
claims first to have used in Seven Samurai,'9  extends the fragmentation 
of his images. It anticipates his principles of montage editing by placing 
these principles incipiently within the phase of shooting. The multiple 
cameras permit Kurosawa to cover an event from a variety of vantage 
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points and thereby to splinter its temporal and physical coordinates in 
a unique manner. By cutting among these different perspectives, the con
tinuity of the physical event can be broken down. Kurosawa treats the 
continuous event that transpires before the cameras as an object of an
alysis, its coordinates opened up and displayed through simultaneous, 
multiple perspectives. The event "explodes " in a manner not unlike the 
approach of cubist painting, where contesting perspectives deform the 
familiar surface of an object. " [M]oving around an object to seize several 
successive appearances, which, fused in a single image, reconstitute it in 
time" was the description of cubism offered by the artists Albert Gleizes 
and Jean Metzinger,zo but it might serve as well for the effects of Kuro
sawa's multi cameras that reconstitute the event before them with a simi
lar analytic attention. Again, we see how Kurosawa translates time into 
space. The temporal continuity of the event before the camer

'
as is recon

stituted as a succession of frequently jarring spatial views. As in Record 
of a Living Being, these may be perceptually confusing because of radical 
alterations of the angle of view and the orientation of screen direction. 
The event dissociates, not because, as in Eisenstein's work, action is 
omitted or overlapped, but because of the collage of fragmentary per
spectives. As in a cubist picture, the multicameras produce a planar 
assembly of slivered images. 

The anamorphic frame accentuates the planar quality of these images 
by enabling Kurosawa to emphasize the horizontal axis of the composi
tion. Objects and characters can be spread out along the extended width 
of the frame, thereby heightening the linear features of the image.21 For 
example, in Red Beard Kurosawa films the four doctors taking their meal 
so that they are lined up,  facing the camera, across the width of the frame, 
with a wall close behind them, emphasizing the geometric quality of the 
composition. In Dersu Uzala,  during the scene in which Arseniev and 
Dersu are trapped on the ice during a storm, the flatness of the images, 
produced by the telephoto lens , is accentuated by the landscape itself, an 
empty plain of ice that furnishes few depth cues to the eye. But, in addi
tion. Kurosawa repeatedly inserts Arseniev and Dersu into the shot from 
the very edges of the image and has them walk across the frame at right 
angles to the camera's gaze. The 'scope frame, enabling Kurosawa to 
maximize the planar nature of his space, was the last of the major formal 
devices to be integrated into his filmic system. He first employed 'scope 
with The Hi dden Fortress in 1958,  and thereafter continued to use it on 
his next five films. 
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These elements taken together-the telephoto lens, multi camera film
ing, and 'scope composition-form a coherent visual system that elabo
rates a unique conception of space. This system will be fully deployed in 
The Bad Sleep Well and High and Low, as well as in Yojimbo, Sanjuro, 
and Red Beard , which will be covered in the next chapter. The attributes 
of this system-the two-dimensionality of space, the analytic treatment 
of movement, the dialectic between space and motion, and the conver
sion of time into space-challenge the continuity codes and the stable, 
centered spaces of the Hollywood cinema. Departures from the carefully 
coded "realism" of Hollywood films , however, should not automatically 
be validated as a liberating maneuver. What counts is the use made of the 
alternate forms, the ends to which they are put. So, again, the question 
returns of the adequacy of Kurosawa's forms to the tasks he has set them. 
As the remainder of this chapter will suggest, the subversive potentials 
of this visual system, which counters the continuity codes of Hollywood 
production, are recouped and reorganized by narratives that substitute 
ethical dilemmas for political ones and displace structural relations of 
power onto individual personalities. The effort to come to terms with the 
nuclear threat in Record produced a fissured analysis, the contradictions 
of which simply swallowed the hero. We should now consider The Bad 
Sleep Well and High and Low. 

A series of period films and experiments at literary adaptation fol
lowed Record of a Living Being, and The Bad Sleep Well is Kurosawa's 
next attempt to describe his perception of the i l ls of contemporary Japan. 
The Bad Sleep Well ,  like the subsequent High and Low, addresses the 
economic basis of political and social freedom. Economic problems
gross inequities of wealth, the black market, unemployment-are either 
explicitly or implicitly present in virtually all Kurosawa's contempo
rary-life films. These films repeatedly equate economic injustice with 
political injustice, and it is tempting to regard this aspect of his work as 
an inquiry into some of the motivating assumptions of the initial Occu
pation reforms , that is , into the relations between economic and political 
freedoms. As noted earlier, the Occupation initiated a program of re
forms intended to decentralize economic power, based on the view that 
Japan's big businesses, the zaibatsu, had been instigators of the war and 
collaborators with the militarists. While the prewar zaibatsu were 
viewed as having played an important role in the modernization of the 
country, they were also regarded by many as having hindered the devel
opment of a strong middle class in which trends toward political liberal-
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ism could be rooted and as having been symptomatic of a historic tradi
tion where democratic controls on economic power were lacking.22 
Thus ,  Occupation intentions to " democratize" Japan tied economic to 
political reforms. " [Dlevelopments in the field of economics had such a 
vital bearing on the process of democratization that the future of democ
racy in Japan may really depend largely on how successfully the Occupa
tion achieved its final economic objectives. "23 This equation of political 
and economic democracy, tied to a view that hitches democratic devel
opment in Japan to the success of the Occupation reforms , raises a prob
lem: official Occupation policy changed in its later years toward a stance 
that was more favorable to big business, the so-called reverse course of 
the Occupation. Moreover, the Japanese government revised many of the 
reforms once the Occupation had ended. Kozo Yamamura points out that 
immediate national needs for economic recovery and growth could not 
be reconciled with SCAP'S initial policies of economic democratization. 

The emerging Japanese policy was to sacrifice the " demo
cratic "  elements of the SCAP policy, such as a competitive market 
structure and " just and equal" tax laws, for the sake of rapid 
recovery and growth. In brief the original SCAP policy was incon
gruent with the rapid growth the Japanese government de
sired . . . .  [Glrowth and economic democracy, as envisioned by 
SCAP, failed to coexist in postwar Japan.24 

Revision of SCAr economic policies, however, did not necessarily mean 
the stunting of democracy in Japan. Many scholars have pointed to the 
existence of vital currents of popular social protest and corresponding 
efforts by the state to adjust its policies.25 In this vein, Gerald Curtis con
cludes a recent study of the postwar state structure with a strong affirma
tion of Japan's postwar democratic accomplishments.26 

Kurosawa's productions during the postwar period of rapid economic 
growth-The Bad Sleep Well and High and Low-take a contrary view. 
They are extremely critical of concentrated economic power, of big busi
ness,  and seem to share the same set of assumptions that motivated the 
initial round of Occupation reforms ( i .e . ,  that political freedom will re
main a fiction as long as economic democracy does not prevail) .  The Bad 
Sleep Well,  in particular, castigates the corrupt partnership between cor
porate and government officials and implies that such a partnership is no 
basis for political freedoms. " I  don't think in any other country there is 
so thick a wall separating people from government officials and agen-
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33. Compu lsions of a tortu red Kurosawa hero (Tosh i ro Mifune). The Bad Sleep 
Well. (Museum of Modern Art/Fi l m  Sti l ls  Archive) 

cies," Kurosawa has said.27 Expressing these views, however, was not to 
be easy, neither in terms of studio politics (Kurosawa reports having an 
acute sense of how far he could go in these films28) nor in terms of form. 
Like Record of a Living Being, The Bad Sleep Well is almost allegorical 
in its exhibition of the internal stresses and contradictions that beset his 
work as it attempts to assimilate a new and more complex arena of social 
relations and content. The film represents Kurosawa's thought at its 
limit, extended beyond its capabilities in attempting to deal with issues 
that are not amenable to the solutions of the individual hero. The film 
reveals the breakdown of this thought and the forms that sustain it, as 
they are shaken apart by the stresses of adapting to dimensions of content 
that elude them. Once again, Kurosawa demonstrates his willingness to 
participate in the disintegration of his forms rather than abandon them 
for alternate approaches. As with Record, these deformations are most 
apparent in the narrative structure and the presentation of the hero. The 
Bad Sleep Well documents a suicidal attempt by Nishi (Toshiro Mifune), 
secretary to the president of a powerfu l housing corporation, to destroy 
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the company and its top officials.29 His reasons are initially mysterious. 
Married to the president's daughter, he works from inside, manipulating 
top officials into betraying each other and disclosing evidence of their 
crimes. 

The film deals with the corruption of big business, if not, strictly 
speaking, of the zaibatsu, whose organizations, ownership patterns , and 
mechanisms of control did not survive the war.30 The housing corpora
tion receives a kickback from the Dairyu Construction Company in ex
change for awarding Dairyu a valuable contract. During the wedding 
ceremony that opens the film, in which the president of the housing 
corporation, Iwabuchi (Masayuki Mori), marries his daughter to Nishi ,  
the police converge upon the reception to arrest Wada, a high-ranking 
official of the corporation connected with Dairyu. This is not, however, 
the company's first scandal. Five years ago, one of its officials jumped to 
his death from an office building. The death was ruled a suicide, but 
suspicions linger in the press that the man was killed to ensure his si
lence about the corporation's illegal activities. 

The film was intended by Kurosawa to engage the system of power in 
contemporary Japan and reveal its abuses. The economic and political 
problems examined have an institutional basis. The abuses of power that 
the film documents are vested in a system that shields high government 
and business officials from public scrutiny and thereby encourages their 
corruption. This is why the bad can sleep well ,  because they may act in 
secrecy and with impunity. The top officials at the housing corpora
tion-Iwabuchi, Moriyama, and Shirai-are referred to by the press as 
the "scandal trio." The reporters know these men are engaged in graft 
and racketeering but cannot get close enough to them to prove anything. 

The circles of power in the corporation are closed to the queries of 
outsiders like the press, so the narrative of the film is designed as a probe, 
as a gradual revelation of the criminality of the scandal trio. Itself an 
investigation, the film is concerned with acts of detection and ways of 
seeing. As in High and Low, Kurosawa attends to modern technologies of 
surveillance and documentation: microphones, tape recorders, cameras. 
These are thrust into the faces of the corporation executives or the police 
investigators by a press eager to uncover new scandals. The arrest of busi
ness officials is attended by the furious popping of flashbulbs. At his 
press conferences, Iwabuchi is surrounded by cameras and micro
phones. Despite the heightened observational powers these technologi
cal extensions of the senses make possible, however, the structures of 
political power and social class remain invisible. The reporters and the 
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police are quite helpless, the corporations secure in their ruthlessness, 
and only the lone avenger Nishi dares to attack them. In shaping its nar
rative this way, the film suggests that social reality is refractory , that 
relations of class and social power assume a myriad of forms and are 
disguised beneath public rituals and ceremonies. The bad do not iden
tify themselves as such. The film thereby identifies an obstacle to its 
inquiry. A single mode of seeing will be insufficient to disclose the com
plex matrix of power within which Iwabuchi and his henchmen operate, 
for that matrix may not itself be personified. A recording of Iwabuchi's 
press conference or a photograph of his top officials cannot say very 
much about structures of power. This is why the newspaper headlines 
announcing the scandals ,  appearing as montages throughout the film, 
are not very informative. To pursue its inquiry, the film will have to 
develop a complex mode of seeing that is dialectical and does not de
pend upon strategies that individualize the problem or attempt to repre
sent it directly, as do the journalists in their attempts to interview and 
photograph the executives. But, while we admit the necessity for such an 
alternate strategy , can the film develop one? 

Kurosawa begins to move in this direction with an opening sequence 
that establishes the multilayeredness of social reality and implicitly clar
ifies the institutional bases of power. The film begins with the wedding 
of Nishi to Iwabuchi's daughter and ,  as Richie points out, is a sequence 
of sustained brilliance rare even in Kurosawa's work.31 As a public ritual, 
the reception is highly formalized and gathers together Iwabuchi, his top 
company officials , representatives from Dairyu, and emissaries from 
government and political circles. The proxemics of their positioning in 
the room describe the networks of political and economic power in 
Japan, that which Nishi has dedicated himself to opposing. The room 
makes visible through ritual display the institutions that control contem
porary society. Representatives of these institutions toast the bride and 
groom and make speeches about the harmony of state and corporate goals 
and the soundness of their enterprises. The interrelationship between 
corporate and state managers is directly disclosed. Outside the room, 
however, other agents of social power are grouped. The police have gath
ered in the hall and send messengers into the auditorium to summon the 
officials they are arresting. Behind the police are the reporters, who smell 
a scandal brewing but who watch from a distance. Through the design of 
this sequence, Kurosawa spatializes the nexus of social control ,  clarify
ing by the physical separation of these three groups-business leaders, 
police, and press-the autonomy of the power elite. The inner room 
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where they are grouped remains inviolate, the police and press com
pelled to wait outside. 

Thus, the opening of the film defines the challenge to Kurosawa's in
quiry by disclosing the systemic coordinates of the problem he wishes to 
address. This sequence is distinguished by a fundamentally social focus, 
but it must compete with the old forms, that is, with a narrative centered 
on the protest of the individual hero. The executives' toasts are inter
rupted by a mysterious event. A wedding cake arrives sculpted in the 
form of the building from which the official leaped to his death five years 
ago. A large flower hangs in the window from which he jumped. With 
fanfares on the soundtrack, the cake is wheeled down center aisle, as
tounding everyone in the room. It is positioned directly behind Iwa
buchi, who scowls but remains otherwise impassive. The cake's sinister 
presence subverts the outward harmony of the wedding ritual and hints 
of darker things to come. The structural perspective announced at the 
opening of the film is disrupted by a melodramatic enigma: who sent the 
cake and why? 

Soon, more mysterious events occur. The police receive information 
from someone in the firm that assists them in their investigation. A large 
portion of the kickback from Dairyu disappears from its safe deposit box. 
and Iwabuchi is led to suspect Shirai, one of his top executives. It tran
spires that Nishi is engineering these events to sow dissension among 
Iwabuchi and his associates, prior to uncovering the evidence of their 
conspiracy in the death of the official five years ago. That man was 
Nishi' s  father, and Nishi has launched his program of subversion as a 
personal vendetta against the three officials-Iwabuchi.  Shirai, and Mo
riyama-who arranged his death. But he also indicates that his mission 
has a broader social purpose. It's not only for my father that I punish 
these men, he tells Itakura, a friend who collaborates on his plan of sub
version, but for all the people too helpless to fight back. Nishi's mission 
to destroy Iwabuchi and the company is meant to benefit everyone in 
Japan who suffers from the greed engendered by huge and unregulated 
concentrations of economic power. As Richie points out, however, when 
the wedding cake arrives in the reception hall ,  the focus of the film be
gins to shift away from the institutional and structural coordinates de
fined by the opening sequence.32 In place of a detailed socio-economic 
focus, the film offers a revenge drama (modeled somewhat on Hamlet33) 
enacted by the hero against three powerful individuals. The institutional 
focus s hifts into a design that centers on personalities and character. By 
transforming the problem of economic democracy into a very different 
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concern with the crimes of three men, the film denies its initial political 
focus and. by apparently narrowing the scale of the opposition, permits 
the narrative to employ the individual hero as protagonist. The shift of 
focus is compelled to regenerate the old forms, but the repressed content 
never entirely disappears. The old forms cannot absorb it, and it returns 
to subvert them. 

In High and Low. Kurosawa would be very careful to ensure that the 
form of the film create a series of shifting perspectives. dialectical in 
nature, whose movements would disclose the structural relations of 
wealth and poverty. In High and Low, these are not embodied in charac
ters but in the formal organization of the film. By contrast, in dwelling on 
the revenge drama and the problem of fathers. The Bad Sleep Well tends 
to psychologize the social issues. Kurosawa does , however, tantalizingly 
and briefly demonstrate in one later sequence the kind of dialectical 
focus not otherwise employed. The sequence explicitly shows the power 
of the kind of complex seeing Brecht called for. After his release by the 
police, Wada attempts to kill himself under Iwabuchi's instructions but 
is prevented from doing so by Nishi. To show Wada that he owes his 
superiors nothing, Nishi takes him to his own funeral, where Wada sees 
his wife and daughter grieving and Shirai and Moriyama comforting 
them and bowing before the shrine. 

Overcome by what he sees , Wada cries that after such a fine funeral he 
really must die. Then Nishi plays a tape recording for him in which 
Shirai and Moriyama callously discuss how they must kill Wada before 
he betrays them to the police and joke about how, after doing it, they will 
need to spend the evening with a young girl. Kurosawa stresses the dia
lectical nature of these competing perspectives by cutting among close
ups of Wada's shocked face, close-ups of the spinning reels on the tape 
recorder, and telephoto long shots of the funeral. We see Moriyama and 
Shirai displaying their public personas, as we hear their venal private 
nature on tape. Wada views their decorous behavior at the funeral, hears 
their cynical words on tape.  and is confronted by Nishi 's denunciations 
of them. A sound montage accompanies the competing images. The 
taped conversation is mixed with the banal music from Nishi's car radio 
and the solemn chanting of the priests at the funeral. This polyphonous 
sequence thus establishes multiple layers of perspective. Image and 
sound collide as Kurosawa demonstrates the kind of seeing necessary to 
reveal social reality. Wada is shocked and embittered by what he sees 
and hears, and Nishi is able to recruit him. By creating a rich collage of 
pictures and sounds, by studying the means and media of electronic rep-
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resentation, by demonstrating how aesthetic form can invert the mean
ing of the event (the funeral) it depicts, this sequence demonstrates 
the potency, and the importance, of dialectic perception. As Brecht said, 
a photograph of the Krupp factories does not tell us very much about 
those factories. It is not the single mode of representation that counts, 
that which is seen in an unmediated fashion, as Wada first sees his fu
neral, but the formal context in which the representation is integrated. 
Nishi creates a context that alters Wada's relationship to the ritual by 
disclosing the true social determinants of its participants' behavior. This 
sequence is so remarkable, and the kind of perception it announces 
so powerful, that it seems almost to belong to another film.34 Kurosawa 
does not extend its implications to the sequences that follow, and it 
would not be until High and Low, with its obsession with electronic 
technologies of surveillance, that he would again pursue this kind of 
mediated perception. 

Instead, as in Record of a Living Being, politics is displaced onto the 
family. It is possible that Kurosawa intends the model of human relation
ships developed here to function as did the model in Drunken Angel ,  
where the Matsunaga-Okada relationship embodied a political critique 
cautioning against antidemocratic behavioral codes. In other words, to 
the extent that the prewar zaibatsu maintained a "family" structure of 
ownership ,  Kurosawa may intend the film's family focus to serve as a 
socio-political metaphor. But instead what happens is that political in
quiry becomes defused by the structures of melodrama. Nishi has mar
ried Iwabuchi's daughter so he can insinuate himself into the old man's 
confidences and thereby gain access to other top officials. Yoshiko is 
lame and must hobble about on crutches. Nishi cannot but respond to her 
with pity and, over time, with love. But this creates his dilemma, for he 
comes to feel ashamed about using her. Paradoxically, as he gets closer to 
exposing her father, his feelings for her dilute the passion for revenge. 
The film comes to center around the question of whether it is right for 
Nishi to betray Yoshiko. The action is absorbed into the space of Iwa
buchi's house and centers on the members of his family, as Nishi tries to 
balance his love for Yoshiko against his desire for vengeance. To ensure 
this desire, Nishi attempts to harden himself into a cold, relentless 
avenger by stoking his hate. He carries a photograph of his father's 
smashed corpse that shows the manner of death. He periodically looks at 
this picture, infusing himself with hatred. He tells Itakura, the friend 
who assists him in his plot, that it is hard to hate evil, but that to fight it 
he must become evil himself. 
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The passion of his protest is transformed into a negative energy by the 
problems he confronts, which outstrip his capacities. In his determina
tion to embrace evil ,  Nishi emerges as one of the darkest of Kurosawa's 
heroes. The revelation of his identity as an avenger is visualized as an 
emergence from hell .  Nishi stands on the rim of a volcano, cloaked in 
mist and vapor, a dealer in death. Wada has come here to commit sui
cide. Nishi initially prevents him from jumping in by asking him if he 
doesn't want revenge. But then he throws him to the ground, almost 
down into the fiery pit, and shouts, does he want to die? The shot then 
cuts to newspaper headlines announcing Wada's suicide. 

The images create an intentional ambiguity, but it happens that Wada 
is not dead. Instead, his "death" has been arranged by Nishi who wants 
the company to believe the accountant is gone. He then uses Wada as a 
ghost, making him appear before Shirai in order to terrorize him into 
giving up the identity of the man who ordered the murder of Nishi's 
father. Nishi takes Shirai to the office window from which his father had 
jumped and, in a sequence of exceptional brutality, alternately threatens 
to push him out the window or poison him, finally pouring the poison 
down Shirai 's throat himself. It is not really poison, however, just a cal
culated psychological torture, but it is enough for Shirai, who lapses into 
madness. Nishi , disappointed, says he could have used him more. 

Wada, horrified by the spectacle, tells Nishi he's a terrible man. Nishi 
agrees and later says he's not bad enough, that he should have thrown 
Shirai out the window. He tells Wada he should have been glad to see 
Shirai suffer, since Shirai and Moriyama plotted his own death. The 
darkness of Nishi's quest, and the inhuman behavior he takes upon him
self, decisively remove this Kurosawa hero from the coordinates of the 
earlier films. Nishi attempts to place himself above human emotions, to 
purge himself of pity and love. This represents a dark twist on the theme 
of Stray Dog, where the emotional austerity practiced by the detectives 
was intended as a means of protecting society against people like Yusa. 
The struggle against compassion was necessary to prevent Murakami 
from dwelling on his similarities to Yusa. It enforced a separation that 
made possible the apprehension of the thief. Now, in The Bad Sleep 
Well ,  the fight itself is in question, both in terms of the scale of the oppo
sition and because the heroic quest is tainted by its own darkness and 
destructive compulsions. This transformation provides one illustration 
of the evolution that has occurred in Kurosawa's work since Stray Dog. 
The possibility of alleviating social ills no longer seems so certain as it 
once did, and the scope of social evil has infinitely expanded. In place of 
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the thief Yusa, Nishi battles giant corporations representing thievery that 
has become institutionalized. Wada tells Nishi he is afraid of the out
come. Echoing Judge Araki from Record of a Living Being, he says Nishi 
is fighting against enormous powers. Nishi agrees but stubbornly insists 
on the primacy and capability of individual heroism by saying that the 
only reason they have this power is that no one challenges them. 

Nishi refuses to give up the terms of Kurosawan heroism, refuses to 
blunt his sense of outrage and social justice, but the film will no longer 
permit the success of this kind of individual action. The film organizes 
its destruction, eliminating individual heroism both as a political re
sponse and as an aesthetic form. Nishi is killed by Iwabuchi before he 
can go public with his evidence. Yoshiko, unable to believe her father is 
truly bad, tells the old man where Nishi is hiding, thus proving once 
again what Richie has noted as the deadliness of compassion in Kuro
sawa's world.35 Iwabuchi and his henchmen overpower Nishi, drug 
him, place him in his car and the car on the railroad tracks, where it is 
smashed by a train. Nishi is eliminated by the narrative of the film, 
which, by doing so, affirms the omnipotence of huge economic octopi .  
The film ends with Iwabuchi receiving another phone call from the un
seen Mr. Big, to whom he reports and who endorses his actions. Mr. Big 
makes somewhat explicit Iwabuchi's  ties to political power, but, as 
noted, Kurosawa felt constrained from developing this idea any further 
within the film.36 As it is , the intensity of Nishi's protest has not even 
bruised the institutions of power. It is clear that individual heroism is an 
inadequate form of protest against the corporate state. But, to a fascinat
ing extent, the film also makes clear that it is an inadequate aesthetic 
strategy. Nishi's visual and narrative presentation bears the strain of his 
pathological mission. The film deforms the hero in novel and unprece
dented ways, and this deformation is symptomatic of textual disintegra
tion , of the film's own dissociation in its attempt to reconcile Nishi 's 
heroism with Iwabuchi's institutional power. 

Kurosawan heroism was once founded upon the primacy and auton
omy of the self, but the institutions of power in an advanced industrial 
society have engulfed the space where the heroic individual once stood, 
as they engulf Nishi. In The Bad Sleep Well ,  the self is fragmented, torn 
asunder, rendered spectral and ghostly. The hero becomes schizo
phrenic under the pressure of his quest, his identity fraudulent and 
based on deceit. Above all, no integration of the splintered self is possi
ble. What once grounded the aesthetic form of Kurosawan heroism has 
come unstuck. Nishi is not Nishi. Nishi is someone else, he tells Shirai. 
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In order to conceal his background as Furuya's son so that he could 
marry Yoshiko and gain access to Iwabuchi, Nishi switched family regis
ters with his friend Hakura. Nishi is really Hakura, and Itakura really 
Nishi. The Kurosawa hero is doubled and fatally split apart. Assuming a 
false identity, he embarks on the role of the avenger. His shadow self 
accompanies him throughout the narrative, and when Nishi is killed, so, 
too, in a sense is Itakura. When Nishi is smashed by the train, his death 
obliterates Hakura's identity as well. Itakura can never become Nishi 
again, his real self, because the imposter died in his car. As Itakura, the 
real Nishi can say nothing. "Nishi" died in Nishi's car, thereby sealing 
the doom of both selves. Itakura rages in impotent despair on the floor of 
their hideout, beneath the ruins of a munitions factory bombed during 
the war. 

An earlier sequence in the film established this location and its special 
relation to Nishi and Itakura. In that sequence, huge piles of stone and 
skeletal buildings were seen to surround their hideout, visually marking 
the area as a special one, and it was separated from the other locales of 
the film by an aural marker, a loud, musical crescendo that accompanied 
the initial establishing shots of the rubble. This formal separation, how
ever, is also a temporal one. This is an environment of the past to which 
Nishi and Itakura have returned, when they needed refuge from Iwa
buchi's henchmen, solace from the depradations of contemporary Japan. 
Here, as high school students, they were mobilized during the war. Bear
ing the scars of war, this landscape represents not only their personal 
past but the national past as well. They gaze at the ruins and reminisce 
about their youth and how time has changed everything. Japan is now a 
very different place than it was during the war, they reflect. As they con
template these differences, they stand amid the rubble, framed in old, 
familiar ways. This return to the past has placed the characters back 
within the landscapes of Kurosawa's early films, to the bombed ruins of 
Drunken Angel , One Wonderful Sunday, The Quiet Duel , and Stray Dog, 
within a time when the capacity of heroic action to regenerate society 
seemed a real possibility. The imagery returns them to an aesthetic era in 
which a belief in the omnipotence of the self provided the organizing 
principle. Anticipating their own imminent triumph over Iwabuchi, 
about to release the incriminating evidence, Nishi and Itakura journey 
back through Kurosawa's cinema as the narrative attempts to recover an 
earlier optimism and heroic commitment. But their efforts will be de
feated, the project of the past foreclosed. Nishi will be killed, and Itakura 
will remain to haunt this landscape as a ghost, spectral heroism confined 
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34. Disturbances of the modern urban environment. The Bad Sleep Well. 
(Museum of Modern ArUF i l m  Stills Archive) 

in the eclipsed landscapes of the past, just as Wada has haunted the con
temporary landscape as another ghost, terrorizing Shirai with his noc
turnal appearances. I don't know who I am, Wada confessed earlier, 
whether I'm l iving or dead. The self has become problematic, not only for 
the hero, whose integrity is rent by a schizophrenic double, but also for 
those with whom he associates. Wada, too, is killed by Iwabuchi, which, 
as Itakura says, was easy because he was already supposed to be dead. 
The self is a phantom, like Wada, able to witness its own funeral, or l ike 
Nishi, awaiting its extinction. 

Nishi's manner of death is organized by the narrative as a displace
ment. He dies off-screen, and the details of his abduction are reenacted 
by Itakura, whom Yoshiko finds in the factory rui ns afterward. All that 
remains of Nishi are his smashed flashlight, a whiskey flask, and his 
overcoat lying on the ground. See how hard he fought for his life, Itakura 
cries, showing her how they held him down, injected him with alcohol, 
and carried him outside to the car. If Nishi was ghostly before, appearing 
initially from the vapors of a volcano, now the only traces that remain of 
his presence are the scattered objects on the ground. His death, by being 
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unseen, opens a gap in the narrative that is never filled and upon which 
the film concludes. This gap is the space left by the collapse of Nishi's 
protest and by the aesthetic forms that embodied it. With that space ir
reparably opened, the film ends, having pursued the logic of its forms to 
their point of disintegration. Nishi's protest was driven by his passion for 
social justice, but the failure of that protest has left a legacy of despair 
and withdrawal.  Nishi's betrayal by Yoshiko's naivete ensures that the 
energies of his rebellion are effectively contained by the evil Iwabuchi 
family, as the structures of melodrama engineer his downfall and gener
ate a scenario of failure. Itakura rages with frustration about the injustice 
of Iwabuchi's triumph. Now all Japan will be fooled, he cries. Is this 
right, he asks with a maniacal scream, the energy of his outburst absorb
ing something of the spirit of Nishi 's rebellion, except that it is trans
muted into impotent rage. The narrative structure has crushed Nishi and 
excluded Itakura from responding. The corporate powers remain trium
phant, untouched and even protected by the formal design of the film. 
The Bad Sleep Well emerges, finally, as a work that searches for the outer 
boundaries of Kurosawa's cinema and that, having found them, chooses 
to stay resolutely inside, even as the walls come crashing down. 

Interestingly, as if in recognition of the dead end he reached in this 
work, Kurosawa remade The Bad Sleep Well the following year as 
Y 6jimbO, another revenge drama in which Mifune again plays a subver
sive outsider, another alienated avenger without a secure name or iden
tity, using stealth and secrecy to orchestrate the downfall of corrupt busi
nessmen and gangsters. The difference here, however, is that Y6jimb6 is 
a period film, and Kurosawa is able to permit his hero some measure of 
success because of changed historical circumstances. The samurai hero 
confronts the structures of capitalism in their infancy and is thereby able 
to triumph. Richie briefly alludes to a similarity between the business
men of The Bad Sleep Well and Y6jimbO,37 but the latter film has not 
generally been recognized for its structural relations to the former one. It 
is clear that Kurosawa is reworking, through a retreat to the past, the 
issues that The Bad Sleep Well had been unable to resolve. Kurosawa's 
strategies in Y6jimb6 will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. 

The attempts to probe contemporary social problems in Record of a 
Living Being and The Bad Sleep Well had ended in deadlock. By translat
ing a structural focus into an individual one, by relying upon a single 
protagonist whose struggles were meant to symbolize a larger social 
process, the films launched a psychological and ethical inquiry that 
could not come to terms with the problems of the nuclear and corporate 
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state. The linear narrative with a hero at its center generated only one 
mode of seeing and did not provide an adequate formal means for inves
tigating social phenomena. Instead of displacing those phenomena onto 
individuals, a mode of seeing was necessary by which they could be 
grasped at a more appropriate level of analysis. Instead of a focus on the 
hero shaping events, it would be necessary to look at how events and a 
socia-economic system structured the individual. But this could not be 
done using the forms employed in Record of a Living Being and The Bad 
Sleep Well .  Another visual and narrative structure would have to be 
found. In High and Low Kurosawa does precisely this, abandoning the 
unidirectional narrative and the protagonist at its center in favor of a 
highly formalized narrative design that shifts among multiple voices, 
permitting an analytical. not merely a descriptive, inquiry. 

The film's narrative is elegant, disciplined, and highly controlled. 
Kurosawa's insistent command of its form is similar to the control he 
practiced in Ikiru. Both films adopt shifting levels of perspective in place 
of a single context or vantage of perception. The act of seeing is fore
grounded in High and Low in two ways. As Richie writes, "references to 
seeing in the film are many and varied."38 The film is obsessive in its 
study of electronic technologies of surveillance and communication, and 
its narrative is cast as a detective story, begining with a baffling and 
seemingly perverse crime and then laboriously tracking down the iden
tity and motive of the criminal. Perception is a matter of technology and 
narrative,  and it is central to High and Low. The film, like so many of 
Kurosawa's other works, adopts a polyphonous form of address, so that 
a complex play of associations develops about the acts of seeing and the 
social knowledge that they imply. The film is about seeing and not see
ing, and the irony that is implicit in the use of surveillance and commu
nications technologies is that they serve to conceal rather than reveal 
social reality. Despite their use of radios, telephones, tape recorders, mo
tion pictures, and still photographs, the police remain unable to perceive 
the structural relations of wealth and poverty that triggered the crime. As 
in Rashomon , Ikiru , The Bad Sleep Well ,  and many of his other films, 
social reality is badly splintered. Its truths and the relations of power and 
resources that structure human life remain veiled. High and Low at
tempts to peer into this dark well of social life , to uncover the structures 
that alienate and reify human existence. In doing so, it takes its clue from 
that sequence in The Bad Sleep Well  in which Nishi brought Wada to his 
own funeral and created a multiplex context with which to confront the 
executive with the truth of the ritual and his own relation to it. 
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The film's narrative centers on a kidnapping and the hunt for the crim
inal. It is broken into two sections, each very different in tone, focus, and 
formal structure. By manipulating these sections, and by contrasting the 
social perspectives that they develop, Kurosawa fashions a dialectical 
inquiry in which each section is generated by the other in a relation of 
opposition. In a brief coda, in which the kidnapper and his victim finally 
meet, the narrative oppositions-and the class tensions that they have 
announced-are provided with a potential for synthesis, of a resolution 
of the socia-economic conflict that has driven the narrative and split it 
into two. If this synthesis be possible, if some mutual recognition be
tween kidnapper and victim can occur, that is, some awareness of how 
each has created the other, then Kurosawa's experiment at healing his 
forms may, in fact, succeed. We must now trace the narrative design of 
the film, the two perspectives each section describes, and the structural 
meaning of the coda and what it shows us of Kurosawa's attempt to ad
dress the problems of contemporary Japan. 

The first section of the film ,  more than an hour in length, is confined 
to the house of a wealthy shoe manufacturer named Gonda (Toshiro Mi
fune). His home perches majestically on a hill overlooking Yokohama, 
directly above a depressed shantytown where the kidnapper lives. All 
the action is restricted to this location, with most of it taking place in 
Gonda's living room where, as the film begins, he plots and schemes to 
gain control of National Shoes, the company for which he works. He has 
borrowed against his home and property to finance the takeover, gam
bling his fortune and future in a bid for power. He relishes such danger
ous games and tells his son, playing a Western outlaw with the chauf
feur's boy as sheriff, to hide and wait for the sheriff and then ambush 
him. Gonda draws a parallel between the secret ambush and his own 
stealth at taking over the company. Attack or be attacked, he tells Jun, his 
son. 

Human relations in Gonda's house occur under the sign of market
place economics, in which a predatory ethic becomes the only sensible 
one to practice .  Gonda plans to outwit his fellow executives in gaining 
control of company stock but finds his efforts eventually betrayed by 
Kawanishi, his closest aide, who tells the other board members of 
Gonda's plan in return for being made an executive. Responding to these 
ethics of predation and betrayal in Gonda's business world, his wife tells 
him that success is no good if you lose your humanity. The first section 
of the film details Gonda's recovery of this humanity, which reemerges 
when he finds himself unable to a llow the chauffeur's boy to be killed. 
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The kidnapper has mistakenly abducted Shinichi, believing the boy to be 
Gonda's son, and the ethical dilemma organizing the first section centers 
on whether Gonda remains responsible for paying the ransom even 
though the child is not his own. Initially Gonda refuses , but eventually 
he pays , learning the familiar Kurosawa lesson of the responsibility of 
each for all. If this process of moral regeneration, however, were all that 
this section of the narrative offered ,  High and Low would not be the ex
traordinary film it is. Instead, Kurosawa limits and distances this ethical 
conflict by resolutely maintaining a focus on the socio-economic rela
tions that have generated the conflict as their own camouflage. Whereas 
in Record of a Living Being and The Bad Sleep Well ,  the hero's travails 
were central to the narrative, in High and Low the narrative is reorgan
ized so that scenarios of individual heroism are refused. 

As the film develops, Gonda becomes increasingly less central to the 
p lot. For much of the latter half of the film, he does not figure at all. But 
even during the first section, while the action is confined to his living 
room, Gonda is subsumed within an ensemble design, his own potential 
centrality to the narrative continually offset by other groups of characters 
who, through movement and composition, establish a visual patterning 
that circumscribes his own position in the frame. This patterning estab
lishes a social nexus that displaces Gonda both narratively and visually 
by ensuring that he remains only one compositional element within an 
extraordinarily complex series of framings. These other groups include 
the police, led by Inspector Tokuro (Tatsuya Nakadai) ,  Reiko, Gonda's 
wife, Aoki , the chauffeur, Jun, Gonda's son, and Kawanishi. All these 
characters join Gonda in anxiously awaiting the kidnapper's calls as 
Kurosawa in a masterly maneuver deploys the various groups across the 
width of the 'scope frame. These sequences are among the finest he has 
created and stand as peerless examples of what can be done with the 
anamorphic frame. Despite the deliberate restriction of action and locale, 
Kurosawa invests the scenes with an explosive energy that is the result 
of multicamera cutting, which continually alters the axis of view and 
requires an ongoing perceptual reorientation by the viewer. As the 
groups of characters wait for the calls, their positions shift through a 
series of carefully choreographed permutations , which Noel Burch accu
rately identifies as "one of the most highly developed variation struc
tures in Kurosawa's work."39 The complexity of these variations is inten
sified by the movements of the cameras, which are also shifting to offer 
a series of novel framings. The event and its observation become disjunc
tive, as the film begins to enunciate its concern with the disparity be-



F O R  M A N D  T H E  M O D E R N  W 0 R L 0 

35. While the po l ice and h is  wife look on, Gondo (Tash iro M ifune) prepares the 
luggage that w i l l  carry his fortune to the kidnapper. The multiple areas of compo
sition visual ize an i m pacted social space. High and Low. (Museum of Modern 
Art/Fi l m  Sti lls Archive) 

tween sight and that which is observed. Though the action is tightly re
strained to a small physical space, the cameras open up this space by 
offering a series of differently placed but simultaneous perspectives and 
by amplifying, through the montage cutti ng,  an i mpression of movement 
and visual energy that is purely formal since the physical event itself 
contains very little. The energy resides in the images, not in the event. 

The analytic capabilities of the multicamera technique are conjoined 
to a social analysis that integrates Gondo within the i nstitutional spaces 
of family, corporation, and police, all of whom have representatives 
within the room. The 'scope frame, the telephoto lenses, and the mul
ticameras all define the coordinates of these group relations and their 
primacy, thus diffusing an overweaning focus on the individual hero. 
Kurosawa manipulates the positions of Gondo, the police, Kawanishi. 
and the chauffeur, among others, to stress both the density of the social 
fabric and its relational nature. Let us examine more closely how Kuro
sawa uses the multicameras and the anamorphic frame to describe the 
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conflicting demands these groups make upon one another. He plays par
ticularly upon the relations between Gonda and Aoki, alternately sepa
rating and then bringing them together as the groupings within the frame 
change. Aoki has special significance as the father of the kidnapped boy 
and. for Gonda,  as the unwelcome reminder of his obligation to pay. 
When Gonda realizes that Shinichi is missing, he goes to the sliding 
glass door at the right of the frame. while Aoki is placed at the left frame 
edge , so that an extraordinary distance separates them. Aoki is standing 
in the hallway outside the room. As Gonda cries that it is Shinichi who 
has been abducted, Aoki slowly comes into the room and pauses, still at 
the other end of the frame from Gonda. Then as Aoki cries for his son and 
rushes to the glass door at the right of the frame, Kurosawa anticipates 
his movement by cutting to a telephoto shot from outside this door. The 
new perspective flattens Aoki and Gonda into the same plane of space by 
shifting the horizontal axis of the composition from the previous shot by 
nearly ninety degrees. The shift of perspective from an image stressing 
Aoki 's and Gonda's separation to one stressing their proximity plays 
upon the ambivalence of their relationship, Gonda unwilling to pay but 
disturbed by Aoki 's grief and Aoki desperate for his son but ashamed to 
ask his employer directly to meet the ransom demand. 

The shifts among multi camera perspectives announce these ambiva
lent social allegiances. The kidnapper calls a second time to tell them he 
realizes he has the wrong boy but still demands payment. As the phone 
rings. a detective races across the frame to the left to monitor the call on 
the upstairs phone. Kurosawa pans quickly to follow his movements but 
interrupts the pan to freeze the camera upon a countervisual and dra
matic element: an image of Aoki immobile in the doorway. The succes
sion of movement by stasis is arresting. Kurosawa then begins to develop 
the dominant rhythm of the sequence, alternating isolated figures with 
group shots. In the next shot, Kawanishi, Gonda, and Tokura gather 
around the phone as Gonda answers, and Aoki hovers standing in the 
background. Time is elided by a wipe and the conversation is heard as it 
is played back on the police tape recorder. As the kidnapper talks, Gonda 
walks away from the recorder into the background of the shot, as Kawan
ishi, Reiko, Jun. and the police huddle together in the foreground. Again. 
Aoki haunts the edges of the frame. a nagging presence, placed on the 
extreme right edge of the image. Kurosawa then contrasts this ensemble 
shot with a framing of only Gonda and Aoki, at opposite edges of the 
image, the anamorphic frame stressing their visual separation as they 
face in different directions. Kurosawa then goes back to the previous 
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group shot and then cuts again to the shot of Gonda and the chauffeur. 
This time their solitude is broken by Kawanishi, who walks into the 
frame between them. He urges Gonda to ignore the ransom and complete 
the takeover attempt. He is, therefore, a disrupting influence both visu
ally and narratively. Kurosawa interrupts his p lea by cutting back to the 
group shot, with Gonda and Aoki in the background. Kurosawa then 
returns to the isolated framing of Gonda, Kawanishi, and Aoki as Gonda 
repeats his decision not to pay. As he says this , however, the composi
tion is altered: he crosses to the police and his family, who are gathered 
around the tape recorder, attempting to reintegrate himself with them as 
he declares his opposition to Aoki. Then, as the shot continues , he walks 
away from them, moving into the background as Aoki walks in a counter
direction to leave the frame on the left. 

I hope this description suggests something of the complexity of fram
ing and choreography of movement that typifies the entire first section of 
the film. As Reiko, Aoki, Kawanishi, and the police impose conflicting 
demands upon Gonda, some urging that he pay, others not, Kurosawa 
uses his multi cameras to capture and concretize these tensions in terms 
of a shifting visual field as the various groups compete to make their 
demands felt. The cameras capture social process itself, defining Gon
da's reduced range of options as a function of the social construction of 
his position within the narrative and its visual construction within the 
frame. The individual is clearly shown to be embedded within a network 
of institutional roles and expectations. The individual hero has explic
itly become an interactionist self. Gonda is defined in successively dif
ferent ways. by the options that compliance with Reiko and Aoki. Ka
wanishi, and the police hold forth. The density of character positioning 
within the frame visualizes this impacted social space. 

In a sense, this sequence recapitulates the opening of The Bad Sleep 
Well,  where Kurosawa began to explore the coordinates of institutional 
power before replacing this with a psychological portrait of a single fam
ily. In High and Low. by contrast. he sustains the social focus through
out. The social space of Gonda's apartment does not exist in a vacuum, 
though Gonda behaves as if it does. He gazes down on the city as if he 
were royalty, lives in air-conditioned comfort to escape the heat that 
chokes Yokohama. and can banish the city by simply closing his cur
tains. In his wealth, he has dissociated himself from his surroundings. 
but it is precisely this arrogance that has enraged the kidnapper. who 
strikes at Gonda from the stifling heat of the overcrowded city below the 
hill. The kidnapper's calls disrupt Gonda's carefully arranged world and 
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36. Tokuro (Tatsuya Nakadai) tracks the kidnapper as the police mobi lize for the 
hu nt. High and Low. (Museum of Modern Art/F i lm Sti l ls  Archive) 

shatter his complacency. Each call is more insistent than the last, until 
Gonda finally pays and is ruined. Through the urgently ringing phone, 
the class and social realities denied by Gonda erupt into his world and 
destroy it. 

The d ialectical focus of the first section, achieved by cutting among 
the competing views afforded by the multicameras, is reframed in the 
second half of the narrative in terms of the splintered perspectives of the 
world outside Gonda's home. The second section details the hunt for the 
kidnapper by the police and the laborious sifting of clues that gradually 
yield his identity. As Richie has pointed out, the first section is the high, 
heaven, the second the low, hell .40 The differences between them are 
socio-economic, differences of class. The two are connected, with ele
gant self-consciousness, by a bridge, in both a literal and a structural 
sense. Gondo pays the ransom by dropping it out a train window during 
a brief, i ncredibly furious sequence whose raging energies collide with 
the stasis of the scenes i nside his home. As the train thunders over a 
bridge, the kidnapper retrieves his money by the river below. and the 
film passes i nto its second major section. Gonda is ecl ipsed as a major 
character and moves to the periphery of the action, as the police depart
ment mobilizes for the hunt. 
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Kurosawa announces the narrative break with typical grace. The 
"bridge" sequence ends with Gondo embracing the rescued Shinichi, 
and the image fades out. The second narrative section commences when 
a fade-in reveals Gondo's house, viewed for the first time from the out
side, in a low-angle shot taken from the bottom of the hill. Kurosawa then 
cuts back even farther as we see two policemen viewing the house 
through binoculars from a phone booth. The cops remark that the kid
napper was right, the house does seem to look down on everyone. As 
they leave the frame, Kurosawa returns to an image from his early films 
and gives us another sump. His camera pans the refuse-littered surface of 
the water and picks up a reflection of a man walking. The camera tilts up 
to reveal the man's back, and a series of shots show him from the rear as 
he goes down several alleys and up into a tiny apartment. It is the kid
napper, and at last we see his face as he reviews newspaper clippings 
covering the case. 

Both sections of the film are structured differently, and these differ
ences permit Kurosawa to surmount the psychological framework that 
he had applied to contemporary social problems in previous films. The 
spatial restrictiveness of the first half has already been discussed as well 
as the role of multicamera filming in visualizing the social field. This 
restrictiveness was linked to Gonda's own class blindness, perched on 
his hill and confined to his wealthy home, oblivious to the city below. By 
contrast ,  the second section is conceived as a tour of that city, executed 
as a series of descending socio-economic steps as the police gradually 
tighten their net about the kidnapper. As in Stray Dog, the narrative pro
gresses through a melange of contemporary milieus: train stations, hos
pitals , junkyards, bars. These are places the kidnapper has frequented, 
and we accompany the police through these environments. Through this 
tour of the city, Kurosawa constructs a montage of contemporary Japan, 
that is, of the world from which Gonda and the corporate hierarchy of 
National Shoes have detached themselves. The final stop is a foul ghetto 
frequented by junkies, lighted and photographed to accentuate its gro
tesquerie. The kidnapper visits this ghetto seeking a human guinea pig 
on whom to try a lethal dose of heroin. This vision of poverty and suffer
ing constitutes the most extreme antithesis to the orderly and comforta
ble world of Gonda. But how does Kurosawa's film orient itself to these 
two extremes? 

The structure of the film offers us a clue. The narrative is bifurcated ,  
its sections connected b y  a bridge. But there i s  another mediator a s  well: 
the kidnapper. He is a medical student who is enraged by the contrast 
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between his impoverished surroundings and Gonda's heavenly estate. 
He comes to hate Gonda and abducts the boy as a means of venting his 
wrath and ruining the executive. His is not a political rebellion but an 
action born of existential desperation and a consuming fury. Thus, when 
at the end he tells Gonda of his reasons for the crime, he cannot pose 
them in political terms. The kidnapper sees Gonda, the "high," only in 
terms of a personal relation founded on hatred, while Gonda, until the 
end, remains blind to the " low." For each character, vision is defined as 
a social perspective, and in each case it is incomplete, myopic, or oc
cluded. Social reality, the existence and structure of class relations, is 
veiled, mystified to the sight of both an executive living at the heights of 
the society and a criminal who is aware of profoundly unequal standards 
of living.41 

The film attempts to confront this mystification by studying images, 
reflections, and technologies of perception. The film's obsession with 
perception and images is overwhelming. In addition to the technologies 
of surveillance--the radios, tape recorders, cameras, and hand-drawn 
pictures employed by the police-Kurosawa's images, as Richie notes,42 
stress a myriad of reflecting surfaces: windows, mirrors, water, sun
glasses. The kidnapper is first glimpsed as a reflection on the surface of 
refuse-littered waters. In his apartment, he looks at newspaper headlines 
and photographs describing the loss of Gonda's fortune and his ruin
ation. Then, as he looks out his window through binoculars at Gonda's 
house, Kurosawa cuts directly to a sequence in which the police and 
Gonda view the motion pictures and still photographs taken from the 
train. 

Human events and relations are mediated by these images and instru
ments of perception, or, as Richie puts it, reality is "counterfeited."43 The 
kidnapper exists for the police only as a voice on magnetic tape and a 
grainy image photographed from a speeding train. The photographic en
hancement of tracings left on a notepad by the kidnapper's accomplices 
leads directly to his exposure. He, in turn, studies Gonda through his 
binoculars and newspaper photos and headlines. The irony is that al
though these media and recording technologies permit the police to cap
ture the kidnapper, they cannot disclose his motive, the perception of 
wealth feeding off poverty that enraged him. For all these mechanical 
enhancements of the senses, the characters of the film remain blind to 
the structure of social reality. In this sense, the electronic mediation of 
human relationships slides into a structure of alienation. It is the image 
of Gonda's house, not who he is personally, that triggers the crime, just 
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37. Space as social  metaphor: a w i ndow of glass and wire separati ng them, 
Gonda confronts the kidnapper who has tormented h i m .  High and Low. (M u seum 
of Modern Art/Fi lm Sti lls Archive) 

as the image of the expensive dress in Stray Dog drove Yusa to rob and 
kill .  The fruits of conspicuous consumption are toxic to the social body. 

Although the characters of the film remain oblivious to the social and 
economic di  visions in Japanese society that have set Gonda and the kid
napper i n  opposition. the structure of the film visualizes these very divi
sions. The bifurcated narrative formalizes them, and the "bridge" that 
mediates the two sections is purely ironic. For no reconciliation is possi
ble. When Gonda and the kidnapper f inally meet in prison just after the 
kidnapper has been sentenced to execution. they face each other sepa
rated by a wire-and-glass barrier. The kidnapper taunts Gonda and asks 
him if he rejoiced at the death sentence. Gonda asks. with weary resigna
tion, why they must hate each other. Gonda's question, as well as his 
decision to pay the ransom for another's son, might seem to typify a hu
manist dimension within Kurosawa's work.44 But the structure of the 
film defeats the question because it concretizes socio-economic divi-
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sions into a series of visual and aural barriers separating the city's inhab
itants. Not only are all  relationships mediated by images and recorded 
sounds, but the two sections of the narrative drive a wedge between 
Gonda and the kidnapper, which is replicated by the glass-and-wire wall 
now between them. The humanism of Gonda's question is a substitute 
for his failure to perceive the very real reasons why the kidnapper should 
hate him, his inability to understand the relation between his air-condi
tioned palatial home and the cramped, stiflingly hot dwellings of the 
poorer residents in the city below. 

As if to mock his apparent belief in the essential equality of all people, 
who should therefore have no business hating each other, Gonda and the 
kidnapper exchange images.45 As they converse,  the reflection of each 
man in the glass occasionally overlaps the face of the other. But these 
compositions do not make a statement about the equality or common 
humanity of the characters , any more than the bath of mud at the end of 
Stray Dog implied the equivalence of Murakami and Yusa. Both films 
stress the necessary differences between the men, High and Low translat
ing them into its own formal operations. High and Low offers, finally, 
structures of separation, not humanistic reconciliation, a vision of con
temporary society rent by inequalities of wealth and social standing and 
the pathologies these breed. The two sections of the film remain sun
dered in opposition, and the synthesis that their antagonism might have 
yielded fails to occur. Gonda learns nothing from the kidnapper at the 
end, and the criminal remains unrepentant even in the face of death. He 
mocks Gonda bitterly and has a final nervous breakdown, prompting the 
police to haul him away. As his screams fade, an iron grate slides down 
behind the glass window, sealing off Gonda from his antagonist and the 
perception of class structure that this confrontation might have offered. 
As the final credit falls ,  Gonda is sitting in the dark, facing the iron grate, 
haunted by his failure to understand, by his inability to reach an accord 
with his persecutor, but most of all by the necessity that his question 
" Why must we hate each other?" evoke only more hate. The final frame 
is an image of stasis, of blockage, of eternal confrontation between the 
high and the low. Gonda will be sitting here forever.46 

Again, the movement of inquiry and enlightenment has been arrested. 
In High and Low Kurosawa is able to discard many of the formal struc
tures that impeded his inquiries in Record of a Living Being and The Bad 
Sleep Well .  Alternate forms were found to replace them: a radicalizing of 
narrative structure, a discarding of protagonists and scenarios of individ
ual heroism, a self-reflexive attention to images and vision, and an at-
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tempt to reflect in the structure of the images the coordinates of the social 
field. What Kurosawa uncovered with these new forms were entrenched 
structures of alienation and social opposition, embedded in relations of 
class and economic structure. In the film, no hero exists to oppose them, 
and their power is thereby amplified tenfold. Though Nakajima and 
Nishi were ultimately defeated ,  the passion of their protest remained to 
animate and haunt the films and to imply the necessity of rebellion 
against corporate corruption and willed mass suicide. The spaces of 
High and Low have been evacuated of such passion, and Gonda can only 
sit in bewilderment, immobilized by the antagonistic social energies. 
The deadlock the images describe is intensified by the absence of indi
vidual heroism. Its removal subjected the narrative and the images, and 
Kurosawa's inquiry, to a final reification, a hardening that symbolized 
the intensifying resistance of the contemporary world to the solutions 
that had seemed so compelling in the ashes of war. 
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History and the Period Film 

[Tlhe historical 

process cannot be 

understood with-

out a permanent 

element of nega-

tivity, both ex-

terior and interior 

to man. 

-Sartre' 

Kurosawa's contemporary films are attempts to re
define the cultural boundaries of modern Japan by 
dramatizing the emergence, out of the ashes and 
wreckage of war, of a new type of individual, whose 
example is tested in confrontations with contem
porary ills ranging from tuberculosis to atomic war. 
From the outset, however, the optimism of this 
project had to contend with a kind of epistemo
logical and ethical inertia, a suspicion that the 
world might not be amenable to change and that the 
hero might be torn apart by the very energy of his 
protest. Such, as we have seen, were the fates of 
Nishi and Nakajima. The problems of the contem
porary world seemed intractable, and the power of 
the social structure manifested a malevolence that 
could undermine and destroy the efforts of the he
roes. The result was a pattern of qualified affirma
tion founded upon small demonstrations of heroic 
success :  a schoolgirl cured of tuberculosis, a thief 
apprehended, a playground constructed. But organ
ized political responses to oppression are rarely 
portrayed in Kurosawa's cinema. 

Throughout the films , we can observe shifting 
tensions between the self and the group as Kuro
sawa recognizes ,  from differing vantage points , the 
difficulty of separating self from culture. The films 
constitute a series of responses to the particularly 
sensitive dilemma of how and where the autono
mous individual may be positioned in relation to 
more traditional cultural norms. Kurosawa's con
viction about the sanctity of the self has sometimes 
entailed a failure to consider the power of society 
and the realities of the social construction of the 
self. Thus,  the films will stubbornly affirm Sanada's 
heroic credo while demonstrating why it will not 
work, or else they will chronicle, as in Rashomon. 
a world of social dislocation interiorized by the 
psyche and rending the possibility of human inter
connectedness and cooperation. In the latter case, 
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only a wish-fulfilling fantasy solution can lift the storm clouds. Without 
a thorough analysis of society-something like that proposed by Bre
cht-a political solution founded on mythologies of individual heroics 
is doomed to failure. Kurosawa's dilemma has been a belief that the indi
vidual might snip the interactionist linkages with social groups in the 
obsessive pursuit of a quixotic goal. 

Other major Japanese directors, such as Yasujir6 Ozu or Kenji Mi
zoguchi, have not shared this problem. Neither one has a strong feeling 
for the need, in Ozu's case, or the capability, in Mizoguchi's case, of the 
individual to reject social demands. Ozu's cinema locates its characters 
within patriarchal traditions, even if, as Bordwell and Sat6 point out, the 
films critically or sadly observe the loss of patriarchal authority in mod
ern Japan.2 If some of the young people stray, refuse marriage partners, or 
seek careers of their own, there is often the reassuring presence of Chishu 
Ryu to which we are returned at the end of a film. Bordwell's recent 
portrait of Ozu presents the director as a more critical and this-worldly 
filmmaker than does Donald Richie's earlier account.3 Bordwell writes 
that Ozu's films of the 1920s and 1930s become "liberal protests against 
the failure of the state 's social responsibility."4 Even so, though the films 
may at times question tradition and/or modernity, as in the scenes in 
which Ryu and his friends sit in bars and bitterly observe the pointless
ness and boredom of their lives, these men would never embark on 
Watanabe's journey. Since, for Ozu, security ought to be found within 
the established social groupings-family, work associates-his charac
ters need never break from them. 

By contrast, Mizoguchi's work is critical of medieval and patriarchal 
institutions and reveals a concern for the social status and misfortunes of 
women. As Audie Bock points out, however, this does not necessarily 
entail a "feminist" perspective in the Western sense of the term. Mi
zoguchi's portrayals of the social oppression of women "do not necessar
ily imply a political concern with the improvement of women's status in 
society," Bock suggests, because an aesthetic of resignation prevails in 
his work that tends to legitimize human suffering.5 At the end of Ugetsu 
Monogatari, the camera slowly cranes upward, not in protest over the 
horrors wrought by civil war, but rather in gentle release from the cares 
and sufferings of corporeal existence. "These enclosing moments of Zen
like space remove the viewer from the exhausting human passions and 
remind him of his role as spectator at a performance and as contemplator 
of life."" Even though Mizoguchi is aware of the horrors of violence to the 
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body and spirit, his characters do not undertake organized opposition to 
oppression. As in Ozu's tender, elegiac accounts of the passing of old 
values, a contemplative aesthetic prevails.7 

Kurosawa, by contrast, was far more sensitive to culture as a material 
force,  a field sustaining multiple tensions. (In this respect, his work 
has been underappreciated. Its attention to culture as a dialectic field 
prefigures the kinds of social examinations later carried out by the Japa
nese New Wave.)  His films investigate these tensions, probing for ide
ological fissures and weaknesses, and constantly shift their mode of 
analysis. If, in the contemporary films, Kurosawa places himself in the 
fray, fully engaged with the exigencies of the synchronic moment, in 
his period films he has adopted a far more analytic and philosophical 
stance, appropriate for a diachronic inquiry. Kurosawa's period films 
announce a series of investigations into the meaning of the past, its 
structure and texture, and its relevance to the modern era. The past is 
very much alive for Kurosawa, and his admiration for Mizoguchi is 
founded on that director's fidelity to details of historical realism.8 In 
particular, Kurosawa feels a special bond to the samurai world, and so 
it was perhaps inevitable that this world would play such a large role 
in his films . He observes that memories of his past and his childhood 
tend to be colored by a martial spirit.9 As a youth, he studied swords
manship ,  with long treks to the school punctuated by meditation at the 
Hachiman shrine. He relates an amusing incident in which, pelted with 
rocks by a group of children carrying bamboo swords and poles, he faced 
them down like a little warrior, charging them with his wooden sword 
and flailing away with all his might, rather as Mifune does at the conclu
sion of Y6jimb6.10 But all chance for glory vanished when an adult ap
peared to back the children up, carrying an even larger pole, so the young 
samurai had to make a hasty retreat. During the summer holidays of his 
third year in middle school, Kurosawa fished and swam and spent time 
in a forest, living what he called a "kind of mountain samurai's exis
tence.' >11 Studying his family'S genealogy chart, he was delighted to dis
cover he had a famous warrior for an ancestor. His brother he compared 
to a "masterless samurai," referring to the awe and respect people had 
for him.12 

But perhaps it is his fantasies that best illustrate the special bond he 
feels with the samurai tradition. During the apprentice days at P.C.L . ,  
while he was on location in the Hakone Mountains with director Eisuke 
Takizawa, an encounter with the landscape seemed to transport him 
back to an earlier time: 
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In the morning as we rode along in our car in the wan light of 
pre-dawn, we could see the old farmhouses on both sides of the 
road. Farmers dressed as extras, wearing their hair in topknots, 
clad in armor and carrying swords, would emerge from these 
houses, throw open the huge doors and lead out their horses. It 
was as if we had really been transported back into the sixteenth 
century. They would mount and ride along behind our car. Roll
ing along past massive cryptomeria and pine trees, I felt that 
these, too, were part of that ancient era. 

When we arrived at the location, the extras led their horses off 
into the forest and tethered them to trees while they built a huge 
bonfire. The farmers gathered around the fire, and in the dim 
forest their armor caught gleams of light from the roaring red 
fire. It made me feel that I had stumbled on a band of mountain 
samurai in the woods.13 

Kurosawa's intense feelings for premodern Japan, his perceptions of 
himself and his family in these terms, disclose a view of the past as a 
living, sensuous reality. In his most recent films, this past has entirely 
displaced twentieth-century Japan. The major films that take the past as 
their subject-Seven Samurai (1954) ,  Y6jimbo (1961) ,  and Red Beard 
( 1965)-shift their focus away from the modern world in an urgent 
search for affirmation, for a self that is not badly torn and splintered, and 
for a social world that does not grind its members to bits. This is a search 
for the continued viability of the project initially announced by the early 
postwar films, and the stakes are high. For Kurosawa's ethical project to 
persist, the past must disclose possibilities of freedom and humane ac
tion not immediately accessible to the present. Therefore, the relation of 
these films to the contemporary works is quite important. We should 
consider how these films visualize the past and how they use it as a 
medium for imaginative play because in their workings we can locate the 
necessary transitions between the affirmations of Stray Dog and No Re
grets for Our Youth and the despair and renunciation of Kagemusha and 
Ran. These are the pivotal films, incorporating the affirmative power of 
Kurosawa's heroic mode with the visions of apocalypse and disintegra
tion familiar in the late works. The confrontation with history was evi
dently a traumatic one. 

Seven Samurai is one of Kurosawa's most celebrated works, perhaps 
his best known film, and certainly the one most directly influential on 
the Hollywood cinema, helping inaugurate through its translation into 
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The Magnificent Seven a series of Westerns dealing with groups of gun
fighters . 14 As Joseph Anderson has discussed, however, the Americani
zation of Kurosawa's film entailed a domestication of style, the substitu
tion of dialogue and pedestrian camerawork for its essentially visual 
qualities, the vitality of its cutting and imagery.15 What is always impres
sive about Seven Samurai is its boundless energy, the speed of its track
ing shots, the aggressiveness of its wipe-linked transitions, and the daz
zling use of multicamera perspectives. The film is an exercise in kinesis, 
in the realization of a cinema defined as pure motion. As Richie points 
out, Kurosawa " insisted that the motion-picture be composed entirely of 
motion."16 

It is also one of his most richly textured philosophical works and the 
first of his period films to be set during an era that has come to have 
special meaning for him and which he has largely made his own. This is 
a period of time known as the Sengoku Jidai or the time of the civil wars, 
a century-long period of strife and turbulence during the sixteenth cen
tury when the military class struggled within itself for control of land 
and political power. In addition to Seven Samurai, Throne of Blood, The 
Hidden Fortress, and Ran are set during this era, and Kagemusha studies 
the transition from this political chaos to the advent of national unifica
tion. The Sengoku period has been characterized as an age of change , a 
time when the Japanese world had turned "upside down" as the bound
aries of class or vassalage became unstuck as "persons in inferior posi
tions challenged those in authority and often took mastery over them."17 
Kurosawa is attracted by these fluid class boundaries and the new poten
tials for human realization they offer, as well as to the social and eco
nomic changes characterizing the era. "The troubled times of Japan's 
civil wars provided the lower classes with both the occasion for inde
pendence and the opportunities for self-advancement. While the feudal 
wars brought destruction and turmoil, they served also to encourage so
cial mobility and widespread economic growth."18 The changes of the 
sixteenth century have been compared with the Meiji period in terms of 
a comparable release of cultural energies and restructuring of society.19 
The economic and political growth of the Sengoku period is viewed as a 
harbinger of the development of a national political structure and the 
bureaucratic apparatus to administer it.20 In this interplay between 
forces of change, sometimes experienced as forces of destruction, and the 
longer-term course of national growth that developed from them may be 
found a source of Kurosawa's fascination for the Sengoku period. He may 
have experienced it as a felt parallel with his own turbulent wartime and 
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postwar eras, when so much overt destruction was coupled with undeni
able energies of creativity and national development: a new Constitu
tion, rapid economic growth, and a stable political system presided over 
by the long-dominant Liberal Democratic Party. 

Before the emergence of a national political structure through the ef
forts of the trio of "Great Unifiers"-Oda Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyo
shi , and Tokugawa Ieyasu-political fragmentation and bloody regional 
struggles prevailed.21 The behavior of the warriors during this period 
contrasts with the idealized portrait that emerges in the codes of bu
shid6, which were systematized at a much later date, during the Toku
gawa period (1603-1867), by Yamaga SOkO.22 His samurai were meant to 
stand-in their temperance and loyalty, their self-discipline and austere 
unconcern for wealth and power-as models and leaders for all the other 
classes.23 Soko was writing for a time when the samurai had become ad
ministrators , and he was trying to rationalize their current social func
tion and reconcile it with their more manly past. The distance between 
the idealized warriors of Soko's efforts at ideological reconstruction and 
the violent struggles of the Sengoku Jidai are important for Kurosawa's 
films because he has drawn from both terms of this legacy. The samurai 
of Throne of Blood and Ran manifest the greed and thirst for power of the 
historical past, while the heroes of Seven Samurai glorify the ideals of 
the ideological past. The exploits of these seven samurai are, however, 
developed within, and are carefully contrasted with, an age of political 
disintegration and class warfare. 

Kurosawa has pointed out that most samurai films tend to be set dur
ing the Tokugawa era, when the warrior's code and social function were 
different. "I think I'm the only one who has ever made films about the 
sixteenth-century civil wars."24 As noted, one of the things that interests 
the director about this time is the fluidity of class boundaries, particu
larly the relationship between samurai and farmer. During the Tokugawa 
period, the classes were separated, and the behavior appropriate for each 
was explicitly formulated. By contrast, during the civil wars peasants 
were often conscripted to serve as soldiers, and many samurai were 
small landholders, subsisting by farming. Kurosawa has noted these dif
ferences: 

I think there's a misunderstanding not only on the part of 
Westerners, but on the part of younger-generation Japanese as to 
what a Samurai is. In fact, the profession of the warrior began 
around the eleventh or twelfth century and most of the films that 
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you and I see are set in the seventeenth or eighteenth century, a 
period of peace when the professional warrior had an entirely 
different code of ethics and way of behaving. This was imposed 
by the Tokugawa Shogunate of that time and its atmosphere is 
entirely different from that of the period I'm much more inter
ested in, which is the late sixteenth century . . . .  The warrior 
class had much more freedom at that time; a peasant could still 
become a warrior then.25 

Relations among the classes and the permeability of class lines are cen
tral to Seven Samurai. The story is structured by alliance and enmity 
among three groups: farmers, samurai, and bandits. A small peasant vil
lage suffers depradations from a gang of brigands, who come twice a year 
to loot rice, horses, and women. The farmers overhear the bandits plan
ning to return in the spring, and after consulting with the village patri
arch, they decide to resist. Agrarian uprisings at the time, often quite 
violent, were not uncommon, but Kurosawa deals with resistance by the 
agrarian class in a manner that permits him to juxtapose different social 
types: the farmers hire samurai to work for them. The samurai plan a 
defense of the village, erect fortifications, and lead the peasants in battle 
against the bandits.26 The film is sometimes interpreted as a study of 
revolution, as a kind of political statement about how a vanguard group 
(the seven samurai) can lead a mass to overturn its reified social con
sciousness and assume a new political destiny.27 But Seven Samurai is 
far more ambivalent than this about the nature and meaning of class. The 
work may be regarded as an inquiry into the social preconditions and 
political foundations underlying the contemporary films. Seven Samu
rai is a film about the modern works , an attempt, by moving farther back 
into history, to uncover the dialectic between class and the individual, 
an effort to confront the social construction of self and to see whether 
this annihilates the basis for individual heroism. 

At first glance, the film seems to affirm all the familiar elements of the 
heroic mode. Kambei (Takashi Shimura), who will become the leader of 
the samurai, is introduced performing a selfless act. By posing as a Bud
dhist monk, he rescues a child held captive by a crazed thief in an epi
sode that, as David Desser has pointed out, is apparently modeled on a 
Zen anecdote.28 He receives no pay or acclaim for this act. It is ,  simply, 
the correct way to live, as Sanada and Watanabe also discovered. Moreo
ver, an apparent rejection of social codes seems essential to its success. 
To fool the thief. he has to put aside his long sword and cut his topknot 
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(both are signifiers of samurai status) and shave his head so that he will 
look like a priest. Kambei becomes heroic, it would seem, only through 
the dissolution of his class identity. His determination to accept the 
farmers ' plea for help is a recognition of his responsibility for them. They 
have given him their best by feeding him rice while they are eating mil
let. He tells them that he will always appreciate their sacrifice, as he 
holds a bowl of rice in the center of the frame, the first of many times 
when rice will function as a vector of communication. 

Kambei's decision is an exceptional act of conscience far beyond the 
capability of the ordinary samurai. The farmers have already approached 
many warriors (one warrior, glimpsed in passing, is p layed by a very 
young Tatsuya Nakadai29) who are either drunken fools or worthless 
thieves, absconding with their rice. Kambei's luck is, initially, not much 
better. The first warrior he attempts to enlist immediately asks which 
clan they are fighting for. When told their employer is a group of farmers, 
the man haughtily refuses, proclaiming the unworthiness of the enter
prise for his ambitions. Only seven warriors are capable of lending their 
skills to a cause promising no reward or glory. When told that they may 
die this time, Kambei 's old friend, Shichiraji (Daisuke Kata) ,  smiles with 
a valiant warrior's acceptance of the honorableness of violent death. 

Also in keeping with the heroic form of Kurosawa's cinema is the pres
ence of a master-pupil relationship. The youngest samurai,  Katsushiro 
(Ko Kimura) , becomes Kambei 's  disciple, and the film studies the young 
man's traumatic encounters with battle ,  violence, death, and sexuality. 
The elder warrior possesses the superior wisdom of an enlightened mas
ter adept at the art of inner perception, a seeing with the spirit ,  not the 
eyes/a and Katsushiro eagerly seeks the opportunity to learn from his 
presence. During the match between Kyiizo (Seiji Miyaguchi) , the su
preme swordsman, and a loud, blustering samurai, Katsushiro's atten
tion is drawn to the vehemence of the latter, while Kambei instantly rec
ognizes the silence and repose of Kyiizo as the signs of true mastery. 

Also customary is the film's view of individual choice as a function of 
social crisis. The farmers are afraid of the bandits but perhaps even more 
afraid of the samurai. Some, like Manzo, prefer to negotiate with the brig
ands rather than hire samurai, who may, after all , loot their village and 
rape the women as the bandits threaten to do. Manzo points to the reality 
of class hatred when he asks the village patriarch whether samurai will 
fight for them just for food, which is all the village can offer. The elder 
replies that they should find hungry samurai. Even bears come out of the 
woods when they are hungry. The social cataclysms of the age, the defeat 
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and destruction of warrior clans in battle , have dislocated many samurai ,  
who are unemployed, hungry, searching for work and a lord to  serve. 
Joan Mellen has suggested that the film implies that only such extraordi
nary conditions make possible the emergence of these seven heroes.3! 

Kurosawa translates the sociological dislocations of the era into visual 
terms, realizing what would otherwise be the abstractions of a historical 
period as the concrete material of form. Four farmers have been sent in 
search of samurai, but before Manzo, Rikichi, Mosuke, and Yohei meet 
Kambei, they room in a hovel with a group of worthless ruffians, a blind 
musician, and a drunken, penniless samurai. He has lost his money to 
the ruffians, and they beat him up. Clearly, it is an ominous era when 
scruffy laborers trounce warriors for daring to draw their weapons. Yohei 
begins to cry and plead with the others to return home. They know noth
ing about samurai . The strong ones are beyond their control , and those 
who seem willing are weaklings. The farmers meditate on their misery, 
and the laborers laugh at them with contempt for their poverty. The farm
ers are out of their element, the ruffians hold sway, and the samurai is a 
disgrace. The three groups are isolated in the frame or are composition
ally separated by a ceiling beam or other obstruction. By cutting among 
the groups with baroque changes of angle and moving the camera to re
verse screen direction and to prevent the repetition of previous composi
tions, Kurosawa constructs a centerless area of spatial fragmentation, 
where one's perceptual moorings are continually being cut loose and 
buffeted by compositional crosscurrents. Instead of the repetition of 
camera positions, each is unique and offers a novel, and often bewilder
ing, vantage on the action. The scene contains nineteen different camera 
setups and only five repetitions of a previous setup. Some of these repeti
tions, however, are deceiving because they begin with a familiar framing 
but then use camera movement to shift to a new position. The room be
comes a signifier of destructured social space through a cinematic ren
dering that undermines the formation of a coherent spatial field. 

This collapse of perceptual coherence is the tremor left within the film 
from the emergence of a novel code that alters and reworks the shape and 
position of individual heroism. Kambei's selflessness, the master-pupil 
relationship,  and acts of conscience as a register of social decay are famil
iar elements subjected to a kind of alchemical transformation that 
changes their very nature. To see how the change occurs, let us look at 
the terms of this new code, which are manifest at the level of form, in 
cutting, framing, and the general orientation of space in the film. A key 
moment revealing the presence of this transformational code occurs 
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early, just after the farmers overhear the bandits planning to return in the 
spring. A long shot shows the circular huts of the village, and as Kuro
sawa cuts to closer views, a circular gathering of peasants appears within 
the space of the village (established in the previous shot) ,  equating the 
peasantry with the architectural form of the village and the abstract idea 
of community it embodies. The peasants have assembled to plan their 
response. The dominant tone is one of despair and resignation. A 
woman, framed in an astonishing close-up of her behind so that she be
comes pure volume, pure geometric shape, wails about the burdens of 
war, land taxes, and drought.32 Manzo is more resigned,  saying that suf
fering is the peasants' fate and that it's useless to try to change it. Rikichi, 
on the other hand, consumed with anger and shame (it is later learned 
that the bandits have taken his wife), rebels against this passivity. Why 
don't we kill them, he asks, precipitating a small panic among the villag
ers. He and Manzo quarrel over this plan, and Rikichi, frustrated at the 
submissiveness of his neighbors, breaks rank, leaves the group that encir
cles him, walks off a distance and sits down. Of all the peasants, Rikichi 
will suffer the most and fight the hardest against the bandits, and he 
comes the closest to embodying the courage and fortitude of the samurai. 
Under other conditions, he might have become a Kurosawa hero. But 
instead the framing rein scribes him within the group .  As soon as he 
walks off, alone, Kurosawa cuts to a new composition with Rikichi in the 
foreground and the group behind him, with the telephoto lens flattening 
the image to eliminate his separation from the others. The extreme com
pression of space places him back among the peasants by creating an 
illusion that no area of separation exists. Then, as the frame is held,  
Mosuke suggests they consult the patriarch, and the group rises and en
gulfs Rikichi. Rebellion and rejection of the group with its norms of sub
mission to a history conceived as fate have been countered by a framing 
and structuring of space that restores the rebel to the domain he has 
sought to leave. 

This important sequence is one of many in the film that articulate a 
new conception of space, in which compositional relations and patterns 
of movement work to contain and confine characters within structures of 
social power. When the samurai arrive at the village, the farmers hide, 
afraid to greet them. Insulted and angry, the samurai consult with the 
elder in his mill, and Kambei points out the injustice of the farmers ex
pecting the samurai to do something for them while behaving in this 
fashion. The other samurai stand in angry silence, and Manzo, Yohei, 
Rikichi , and Mosuke are embarrassed at the behavior of their neighbors. 
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Inside the mill are representatives of the two hostile classes, but instead 
of cutting back and forth between them, isolated in separate frames, cam
era movement is used to counterpoint the emotional rift. The sequence 
begins with a close-up of the patriarch, but then the camera tracks 
around him to include Kambei ,  Shichiroji, and Heihachi (Minoru 
Chiaki) in the frame as well.33 The scene then cuts to a shot of three other 
samurai , Gorobei, Katsushiro, and Kyllzo, but the camera begins tracking 
again so that the patriarch is included with them in the frame. Then the 
image cuts to a medium shot of Manzo and Mosuke, and the camera 
tracks back to include Kambei and the elder within the frame. In each of 
these three shots, the characters all face different directions and assume 
varying orientations to the camera so that the space is a hostile one and 
indicates the tensions of the moment. Yet in each of these shots, the 
composition has focused on an individual or class in isolation and has 
then shifted to integrate them with the other members of the social 
world .  The cinematic energy of the film, framing and movement, com
municate the social ties among characters, denying their isolation. In this 
respect, Seven Samurai is a reversal and refutation of the example of 
Ikiru , arguing against the possibility of solitary, existential heroics. 
There is simply no space in this film where a hero can stand as an indi
vidual. That space is constantly being transformed into social terms 
where isolation and individualism are regarded as pathologies. 

When Mosuke and a band of men try to desert the common defenses of 
the village and guard their own homes, Kambei forcibly returns them to 
the ranks of the villagers. The camera has stressed the solidarity of the 
group effort through a circular track around the periphery of the villag
ers, assembled to hear the final instructions of the warriors before the 
bandits are due to arrive. The samurai tell the villagers they must move 
in pairs, not as individuals, for safety. Mosuke, angry because his home 
lying outside the village must be abandoned for the sake of the commu
nity's survival , breaks this circular movement with a tangential flight. 
After forcing him back in line, Kambei tells the others that everyone must 
work together as a group and that those who think only of themselves 
will destroy themselves and all others. Kambei's words are extraordi
nary, given the ethical context established by Kurosawa's contemporary
life films, where the hero is expected, as a matter of course, to define an 
individual path. But here the material of the past discloses no spaces in 
which the individual can move, no spaces not already inhabited by 
groups and their demands. The self must be an interactionist self or cease 
to exist. When, during a meal ,  Katsushiro and Kyllzo attempt to save 
their rice for an old, starving peasant whose misfortune is known only to 
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38. Kambei (Takashi Shimural, flanked by Gorobei (Yoshio (nabal and Katsushiro 
(Ko K imura), declares that the farmers and samurai m ust struggle together as one. 
Seven Samurai. (Museum of Modern Art/Fi l m  St i l ls Archive) 

them, Kambei demands to know what they are doing. Information must 
be the property of the group, and private knowledge is a threat to its se
curity. When Kikuchiyo (Toshiro Mifune) abandons his post to go into 
the bandits' territory to get one of their guns, Kambei lectures him about 
his irresponsibility. Going on your own merits no reward, he says. In war 
it is cooperation that counts. Freedom thus becomes the prerogative of 
the group, as a new ethical model emerges in this film. "The l imits of 
indivi dual freedom of action are fixed in such a way as to ensure that 
the activity of the i ndividual will  not breach group l imits . . . .  Loyalty 
towards the group forms the basis on which individual activity is carried 
OUt."34 

Kambei's restoration of Mosuke to the group observes the same princi
ple governing the reframing of Rikichi earlier as well as the terms of Kam
bei's own initial appearance. The cutting of his topknot and the donning 
of a priest's clothing had seemed to be signs of a rel inquishing of class 
identity necessary for humane action (the saving of a child). They have 
sometimes been interpreted in this fashion , but as Kurosawa has pointed 
out, Kambei is really fulfill ing his samurai heritage, which specified the 
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warrior as a guardian of the welfare of the other social orders.35 Once 
again, a reframing has occurred. What has appeared to be the abandoning 
of class has actually been behavior in accord with social dictates. Here 
we may grasp the new code shaping the space and narrative of the film. 
It is the awareness of class as a determining force, structuring the social 
field and constraining the individual's range of choice and behavior. 
Seven Samurai is a film about the primacy of groups, the untranscenda
bility of class, and by implication the fiction of individual heroics. Hero
ism is possible, but only through merger with groups. "Only through 
collective struggle is survival possible or can society itself be sus
tained."36 As Kambei says, by themselves a handful of samurai can do 
nothing against forty bandits. But united, samurai and farmer become a 
ruthlessly efficient fighting machine. The dialectic of individual and 
group rises to a new level in this film, with a power accorded the group 
it has never before possessed in Kurosawa's films. Samurai and farmer 
face each other across a gulf of animosity and hatred, but the possibility 
of their union, thinkable only in this time of social disintegration, holds 
extraordinary potential. It offers the vision of a different reality, of a tran
scendent future, an escape from war, oppression, and class conflict. The 
union of these groups creates an opening in time, a gap in history, 
through which an alternate future might be attainable, the millennium 
grasped. "The renewed world is no mere improvement on the present. It 
implies a total break, a total discontinuity with the relative conditions 
we now endure."37 Fulfillment of this chiliastic dream will depend on 
the outcome of the samurai-farmer alliance and what it symbolizes: real
ization of an organic community in a world rent by class division. If 
successful ,  it will mean the negation of history, the surmounting of time 
and class. In this respect, Seven Samurai offers a millenarian model of 
political reform and the quest for social justice, which has its roots in 
religion and the radical realignments of perspective announced by peas
ant revolts.38 

Before the age of modern science, in the medieval and early 
modern periods, it was far more common for the restructuring of 
a new order to proceed not in logical terms but on a religious or 
apocalyptic plane. The masses, for example, as if exorcised from 
being possessed by foxes, would suddenly intuit a new vision of 
the world, make a mental leap , and rise up to challenge the pre
sent order. This kind of religious apprehension of the world lay 
behind most of the popular rebellions and peasant wars of the 
medieval period.39 
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39. The weight of the dead and the prom i se of com m u n i ty in Seven Samurai. 
(Museum of Modern Art/F i l m  Sti l l s  Arch ive) 

Within the terms of the film, history has brought the peasantry only 
suffering and an experience of existence as an unending, essentially un
differentiated flow of miseries. War, famine, drought, taxes, banditry, all 
the dislocations of the period have been internalized by peasant culture 
to form a consciousness of resignation, a hatred of the oppressor, and a 

vicious taking of vengeance when possible. Through their bloodlust and 
war-making, the samurai are responsible for much of the misery of the 
farmers, and a sudden shift in the fi lm's mode of analysis makes this 
clear. Kikuchiyo, the most buffoonish of the group of samurai, discovers 
a cache of armor and weaponry hidden in Manzo's house, and in a scene 
of great emotional power he confronts the samurai with these weapons, 
which the peasants have stripped from the bodies of warriors they have 
murdered. Kyl1zo quietly remarks that he would like to kill all the farm
ers in the village, prompting an explosive outburst from Kikuchiyo, who 
points out that the farmers may be greedy and tricky, but it is the samurai 
who made them that way by raiding their villages and stealing their 
crops. With tears of rage and shame in his eyes, he defends the farmers' 
right to resort to trickery to survive. The violence of his rage, and the 
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truth of his words, humble the samurai, who are moved by his speech. 
Kambei guesses the truth. "You are a farmer's son, aren't you?" he asks. 
Kikuchiyo, embarrassed, runs out of the hut. The samurai take no re
venge; they merely renew their pledge to help the villagers. No one pro
tests because they are all implicated in the crimes Kikuchiyo described. 
Had circumstances been different, had they come to this village as part of 
a warlord 's campaign, they might have torched the dwellings and taken 
the crops. Instead, the vicissitudes of the time have placed them in this 
peculiar position whereby they commit a kind of historical suicide. The 
bandits are samurai, fallen on hard times, and by destroying them, Kam
bei and his compatriots are annihilating their own class, creating for the 
seven samurai a profound temporal displacement that subsequent im
agery will note. As the pivotal character, the farmer who aspires to be a 
samurai, who tries to cross class lines, Kikuchiyo becomes, like Rikichi, 
a character mediating relations between the groupS .40 There is, however, 
little doubt about Kikuchiyo's fundamental social identity. The framing 
consistently isolates him from the rest of the samurai, who are clustered 
together as a group, and establishes a proximity with the peasantry. 
Often he will confront the samurai to expose, through the contrast with 
his own buffoonery, the nature of their identity and, in the scene with the 
armor, their complicity in sustaining a system of economic exploitation. 
The mediating characters, Rikichi and Kikuchiyo, enable the film to 
forge a dialectical analysis of class, defining samurai and peasant in 
terms of a relational opposition.41 The strife of the era works to sustain 
and deepen this opposition, but the film asks how inevitable this conflict 
is and, by posing this question, defines the decisive philosophical mo
ment of Kurosawa's cinema. Its outcome will be far-reaching, for it will 
determine the manner in which history is experienced and understood 
by later films : as a field of potentialities, loosely structured vectors of 
action, open to human intervention; or as a frightening teleological proc
ess, unyielding and implacable, justifying a notion of karma or fate. 

Despite its epic qualities, the film admits a tragic view of existence, 
and this creates an opening through which the latter experience of his
tory emerges, briefly, but with great power. It is felt in the sequence with 
the peasant Kuemon's grandmother. This is a brief scene, omitted from 
shortened versions of the film, but it is central to Kurosawa's interroga
tion of the past. We first learn of her through Katsushir6, who begins 
saving his rice for someone in the village. When Kambei demands to 
know who it is,  the scene shifts to a hovel inhabited by a decrepit, terri
bly ancient woman. She seems to be a hundred years old, her face almost 
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obscured by slabs of wrinkled flesh hanging lifelessly from the forehead 
and cheekbones. The samurai bring her their rice, and Kambei remarks, 
as her moaning fills the hut, "This is terrible." The grandmother's family 
has been killed by the bandits, and she longs to die, to escape from the 
trials of her life. Death, the sooner the better, is the sole relief she can 
anticipate. But an awful thought occurs to her: what if, in the next world, 
there is great suffering, too? Heihachi, moved by her condition, tells her 
there is no misery in the next world. But she is not convinced. In this 
gnarled, dispirited peasant woman, the vicissitudes and misfortunes of 
the laboring class are given flesh and a quavering voice. In the midst of 
this epic adventure, a voice of despair has sounded, articulating a fear 
beyond comfort, a horror that land taxes, civil war, poverty, and violent 
death reach beyond the grave, in the next rounds of existence,  deforming 
human life and potential and making of time an endless cycle of suffer
ing. History looms as a relentless force, demanding privations against 
which there is no recourse, not even in death. This is a history defined by 
scarcity, by the lack of sufficient food and resources, transforming 
earthly existence into a hell. In a world of scarcity, Sartre points out, 
every human being is necessarily an enemy to all others since each, by 
laying claim to insufficient resources, threatens the others with extinc
tion. Class becomes a means of structuring this competition and enmity 
and of deciding who will go without.42 

The events of the film are driven by the need to overcome this lack, by 
the efforts of the three groups to control the sources of food and labor. 
The bandits regularly take the village's crops and animals ,  and the farm
ers are initially afraid the samurai will do the same. They hide much of 
their food, and only after the two classes have begun to trust each other, 
in the respite between battles, do the farmers dare bring out this hidden 
food and sake and make a gift of it to the warriors. Every event in the film 
hinges on this basic question, informing and organizing the narrative: 
who will control the rice fields? It is rice that structures the relations 
among the classes, that has brought the bandits like a plague to the vil
lage, that signifies and seals Kambei's initial acceptance of the farmers' 
plea for help, that mediates relations among the samurai and the village 
children, and that finally remains in the possession of the peasantry in 
the film's last, powerfully symbolic sequence. George Sansom points out 
that the samurai wars of the middle ages are comprehensible as attempts 
by powerful warlords to gain control of the country's most valuable rice 
lands, parlaying this control over resources into political power.43 Much 
of the land in Japan is composed of hills and mountains, unfit for cultiva-
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tion and lending a special urgency to the bloody quests for control of the 
alluvial p lains. Kurosawa forms his narrative from this situation but 
adds a bitter, poetic dimension: the irony of the samurai 's adventure lies 
in their desertion of attempts by their own class to gain hegemony. In this 
desertion lies the force of their moral example. but against the currents of 
the age they are powerless. As Northrop Frye has observed about the 
tragic hero, there is something against which he, no matter how great, is 
small. "This something else may be called God, gods, fate, accident, for
tune , necessity, circumstance, or any combination of these, but whatever 
it is the tragic hero is our mediator with it. "44 It is against the view of time 
announced by Kuemon's grandmother that the samurai take their sym
bolic stand and embody the possibility of an alternative. But will the film 
permit them to succeed? 

As the counterforce to the social schisms of the age, as the ideal illu
mined by the actions of the samurai, the film posits the possibility of the 
organic community, free of disintegrative rifts and competitions, whose 
members are fused with a common project and common goals. The war
riors and the farmers are battling for the dissolution of class , for an ideal 
of human cooperation. As they work together to make the village defensi
ble against bandit attacks, seemingly intractable suspicions melt away. 
Kikuchiyo, Kyuzo, Katsushiro, Heihachi, and Shichiroji give their rice to 
the village children and joke with them. Katsushiro and a village girl, 
Shino, fall in love. The farmers share their hidden food with the samurai. 
Kambei cradles and plays with a village baby in the mill while her 
mother watches. This is the familiar Kurosawa insistence that true 
human action must carry a socially beneficial aim, that heroism is meas
ured by the rectification of social oppression. Here, however, the symbol 
of that rectification is not an isolated park or a diseased individual but an 
entire community, which becomes transformed morally and economi
cally, its members bound by trust and a sharing of resources. This com
munity is an oasis of life in a surrounding region of darkness and death.-l5 
Outside the village lie destruction and nothingness, a terrible void. No 
one is permitted to venture beyond its secured borders. Like the Teu
tonic knights in another battle epic, Eisenstein's Alexander Nevsky, the 
bandits are not fully individuated but instead tend to be presented as an 
irrational, destructive force.46 They hide in the darkness and attack from 
three directions under cover of night, and they use their guns to pick off 
samurai and villagers. (The guns, initially purchased from the Portu
guese in 1543  and then replicated by Japanese technicians, will come to 
alter the social codes of samurai warfare by making obsolete the skills of 
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a brave swordsman!7) When Rikichi, covered with mud, ventures past 
the village borders in pursuit of fleeing bandits, he is transformed into a 
hellish phantom, his features unrecognizable by torchlight. Kambei tells 
him to halt and has to ask who he is. From the surrounding darkness and 
violence, he snarls his name, but it is not the Rikichi we have known. 
The young couple who leave the security of the village to rescue their 
father from the mill are killed by bandits, and their baby, the one Kambei 
had cradled, is barely rescued by the samurai. The fight against the ban
dits is a struggle to keep evil out, to eradicate class itself, to prevent the 
transformed relations of samurai and farmer from relapsing into the for
mer condition of hatred and schism. The village contains a fragile moral 
experiment that must be guarded by force of arms because its example 
may be so easily crushed. 

Heihachi 's flag becomes the emblem of these new relations. On it, 
samurai and village are represented as graphic symbols, and the flag in
fuses the groups with its symbolic meaning during their moment of 
deepest despair. When everyone has gathered on the burial ground to 
mourn the death of Heihachi, the first samurai killed, Kikuchiyo raises 
the flag, and the entire assembly is galvanized by its image. But its pres
entation in this sequence is subtly ambiguous and points to the outcome 
of the social experiment. As the sequence develops, the shots begin to 
omit the samurai and to concentrate on the farmers. The image cuts from 
a close-up of the flag fluttering against a bare sky to a long shot of the 
entire group on the hill and then to a medium shot of only the villagers 
as they contemplate the banner. A medium shot of the flag follows and 
then another medium shot of the villagers. Then the camera tilts down 
the length of the flag, passing the circles representing samurai and stop
ping on the character standing for the village. It lingers on this character, 
and then the image cuts to a close-up of the patriarch and several farmers. 
A long shot of the entire group on the hill follows, then another tilt down 
the flag, with the camera again lingering on the symbol for village. The 
structure of this sequence stresses the farmers' relations with the banner, 
not those of the samurai. By lingering over the flag's symbol for the peas
antry, the film visualizes it as the enduring class and the samurai as a 
transitory group, made peripheral by the flow of time. (This idea is also 
expressed by the guns-all the samurai who die are killed by firearms 
that render their prowess with swords useless.) 

This imagery implies the ultimate failure of the alliance, and indeed 
the bitterly ironic, and justly famous, conclusion of the film returns the 
farmers to their rice fields and a ceremonial replanting while the surviv-
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ing samurai are clustered below the mound of graves. The framing sepa
rates the two groups ,  and the final camera movement of the film links the 
samurai visually to their fallen comrades , to a world of the dead.48 Dis
p laced by history as a vanishing class, and by the structure of the film 
during the symbolic raising of the flag, the warriors have won the fight 
with the bandits only to confront a more comprehensive defeat. They 
remain noble, viewed by Kurosawa as true heroes, but they are van
quished by the structures of time and class. Paradoxically, the organic 
community is destroyed in the moment of victory. With the bandits 
gone, the farmers no longer need the samurai, and class disparity and 
exclusion reappear. Shino rushes past Katsushiro to the rice fields, and 
he dares not follow her because their romantic alliance is socially forbid
den. The framing groups him with the other samurai. 

But, more important, at the last moment the film seems to rethink its 
own analysis and to transform its allegiance to the ideal the alliance em
bodies. The film climaxes with imagery of true classlessness as the logi
cal culmination of the moral development the narrative has been observ
ing. The final battle is a supreme spiritual and physical struggle, and it 
is fought in a blinding rainstorm, which enables Kurosawa to visualize 
an ultimate fusion of social groups. Their efforts forged by common 
praxis, samurai and peasant become a single team, a fearsome, efficient 
force defending their community. As such, they are indistinguishable, 
covered alike with mud and fighting with equal desperation. But this 
climactic vision of classlessness, with typical Kurosawan ambivalence, 
has become a vision of horror. The battle is a vortex of swirling rain and 
mud, slashing steel, thrashing, anonymous bodies , and screaming, dying 
men. The ultimate fusion of social identity emerges as an expression of 
hellish chaos, against which the final relapse into native ritual and class 
separation feels a relief. 

The film seems to short-circuit its inquiry, and we must look for the 
answer to this in Kurosawa's own conflict-ridden relationship to the nor
mative power of groups. Throughout its length, the film embodies a be
lief in the centrality of class exploitation to the medieval world and 
searches for an alternative, but an end to class differentiation would also 
mean an end to heroes, to those extraordinary individuals whose su
premacy to the masses has constituted a moral example that has been 
central to Kurosawa's narratives. To abandon the hero would mean to 
abandon the cinema of postwar commitment. It would also entail for 
Kurosawa the substitution of another view of time and history, one pred
icated on the inevitability of social disintegration and failure of individ
ual will.  Contestation between these two alternatives structures Seven 
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40. Kikuchiyo (Toshiro Mifune) and Kyuzo (Seiji Miyaguch i) in the final battle,  a 
vortex of ra i n ,  steel, mud, and death. Seven Samurai. (Museum of Modern Art) 
Fi lm St i l l s  Archive) 

Samurai, though the end of the film, with its i magery of class exclusion 
and the death of the heroic tradition as historical necessities, seems to 
assert the primacy of time as teleology, to offer "an epiphany of law, of 
that which is and must be."'9 The inquiry into the viability of the tran
scendent community has fai led to disclose a basis for its construction. 
The space of the past has not furnished a terrai n  on which the social rebel 
may stand. Permeated with group norms and obligations, the individual 
is structured by the social fabric. Class and its determinants are inescap
able, and heroism is possible only in terms of the idealized codes of class 
ideology, the samurai as embodiments of the highest expression of bu
shido. Instead of furnishing the basis for existential heroism in the mod
ern world, history demonstrates structures of closure, binding the medi
eval individual to the circumscribed codes of his time, and making 
infirm the ground on which the modern rebel fights and his actions as 
substantial as the movement of a shadow.50 

Seven Samurai's unexpectedly rigorous and honest confrontation of 
the limits to individual action posed the fundamental problem for Kuro
sawa's cinema: how to create an opening in t ime to admit the emergence 
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of heroes. Perhaps in recognition of how difficult it would be to solve 
this dilemma, Kurosawa did not return again to the problem for some 
time. Instead, he attempted to maintain the scope of his heroic cinema as 
if its viability had not been questioned. As we have seen, he continued 
to construct contemporary heroes, in Record of a Living Being and 
The Bad Sleep Well ,  and to set them against social problems. The fail
ures of Nakajima and Nishi, however, indicated the difficulties of this 
maneuver. Seven Samurai's demonstration of the power of the social 
order to structure the individual could not be ignored. Though Kuro
sawa might pretend otherwise, the dilemma would not go away but 
would remain to subvert his work. Even the return to the warrior tradi
tion did not, at first, necessitate a reformulation of this problem. Throne 
of Blood explores only one half of the dialectic revealed by Seven Sa
murai , taking the despairing, deterministic perspective enunciated by 
Kuemon's grandmother and making it the basis of an entire cinematic 
vision. When history is articulated as it is in Throne of Blood, as a blind 
force,  the need to find the basis for responsible action is no longer rele
vant. Heroism ceases to be a problem or a reality. Toward the same end
the elimination of competing voices within the text-The Hidden For
tress (1958) substitutes a fairy tale logic for Throne of Blood's nightmare 
world. The film, intended by Kurosawa as a l ightweight entertainment, 
deals with the efforts of a princess and a loyal general ,  Rokurota (Toshiro 
Mifune) , to restore the fortunes of their clan. As Richie observes, the film 
is a kind of big-budget remake of Tiger's Tail ,  with expensive sets and 
more action, which again inverts the codes of period film heroism by 
presenting the action through the eyes of a pair of flea-bitten commoners 
who help Rokurota transport the clan treasure across enemy territory.51 
The film is visually impressive, constituting Kurosawa's first use of the 
anamorphic frame, but the overall tone remains a frivolous one. The film 
renders the social basis for heroism unimportant because no effective 
challenges to it exist. No force in the world could thwart Rokurota Mak
abe from his luminous destiny, but on the other hand, he could never 
constructively mediate the wrenching dislocations of his social world in 
the manner of a Kambei or a Watanabe. His example is stirring but essen
tially rhetorical. 

It was not until Yojimbo that Kurosawa once again took up the chal
lenge of dialectical historical inquiry. The period has shifted. The time 
is now the late Tokugawa era, but the structural problem is the same: the 
relation between the heroic individual and the historical moment. Here, 
however, instead of directly engaging the exigencies of the past. instead 



H I S  T O R  Y A N D  T H E  P E R  I 0 0 F I L M 22 1 

41 . The v iolence of the sixteenth·century c ivi I wars in a fa i ry tale context. The 
Hidden Fortress . (RS/58 Presents) 

of trying to think them out and work through their contradictions, Kuro
sawa demonstrates an entirely different strategy, which needs to be seen 
as the response, finally forthcoming, to the unanswered problematic 
posed by Seven Samurai .  History will  be conjured up only to be refused. 
The sociological turbulence of late Tokugawa times will be portrayed 
with Kurosawa's usual fidelity to detail only to be annihilated by the 
hero. History becomes the enemy i n  this film,  which performs an elabo
rate rite of exorcism, removing temporality from the moral landscape i n  
order to purge the world o f  the terrors glimpsed b y  Kuemon's grand
mother. 

To see how this is carried out, we need to grasp the film's peculiar, 
self-conscious presentation of its protagonist. lkiru had elaborated an 
intense, searching, and quite serious Brechtian experimentation with 
form, through which the film studied its own construction of the hero 
and spoke to the viewer about this. By contrast, Yojimbo substitutes a 
giddy cackle in place of Ikiru 's sobriety but constructs an equally Bre
chtian hero and then watches with delight as he rips through the curtai n  
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of history with his sword.52 Sanjuro, the samurai hero, is a character dis
p laced by his time, a period when a rising business class threatened the 
logic of existing social relations as the economy shifted to money, not 
rice, and to ties mediated by the exchange of commodities and the ration
alizations of profit, not personal allegiances and obligations. 53 Samurai 
became dependent on the money economy, and many fell into debt.54 
Nevertheless, the official Neo-Confucian ideology urged the samurai to 
live frugally and scorn money. In the Conversations at Suruga-dai, 
Kyiiso Muro cautioned that "to cherish in one's heart or even to speak of 
overfondness for one's life or the worship of money may be suitable for 
the merchants, but it is hardly so for the samurai."55 Muro's Conversa
tions voices concern over the destruction of traditional values by the 
growth of a mercantile class and condemns the spread of the "money
grubbers" and their evil ways.56 

Ydjimbd gives this moral outrage a comic twist by exaggerating the 
magnitude of the corruption that Kurosawa, like the Tokugawa Neo-Con
fucianists, seems to feel the business class represents. Sanjuro (Toshiro 
Mifune) , a ronin (a samurai without a lord to serve) , roams the country
side, looking to use his sword in return for a bowl of rice. He wanders 
into the most venal town imaginable ,  where rival gangs of gamblers are 
battling for control and where he is greeted by a dog carrying a dismem
bered human hand in its mouth, one of Kurosawa's most famous and 
blackly humorous images. The struggle for power among the gamblers is 
also a contest between two rival merchants, one of whom is aligned with 
each gang. Kuemon (Takashi Shimura) , the aging, dissipated sake 
brewer, has thrown in his power with Ushi-Tora, while the silk broker 
has allied himself with Seibei, Ushi-Tora's antagonist. Sanjuro proceeds 
to manipulate one gang against the other by promising each his services 
as a bodyguard, hoping that they will all end by annihilating each other, 
which, in fact, they do. 

In its vision of a town controlled by the avarice of competing mer
chants, who have enlisted gangsters to maintain their markets and who 
recognize with primitive intelligence that the best advantage is gained by 
murdering one's competitors, the film uses the past in order to criticize 
the present. In Ydjimbd the merchants embody the future, and the town 
is offered as a microcosm of the contemporary corporate state, which had 
been castigated in The Bad Sleep Well .  "The dreadful town in YdjimbO 
is contemporary Japan."57 But Kurosawa is not interested in mere factual 
reconstruction. He is out to elaborate an alternate mythology, a fantasti
cal account of how history might have, should have, turned out, if only 
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the temporal process had included a moral component to  ensure, with a 
kind of Malthusian logic, the destruction of evildoers once they become 
too numerous. Y ojimbo presents the apocalypse of the business class, the 
incarnation of every traditionalist's most fervent dream, and, as Joan 
Mellen points out, its drama of samurai against merchant, its portrayal of 
a world rent by greed, controlled by thugs, but brought down by San
juro's sword, constructs a fable about the end of capitalism. 58 The mer
chants are destroyed by a member of the class they ultimately made 
extinct, as Kurosawa permits himself an outcome that the actual devel
opment of events did not allow. As such, the film has a fairy tale quality, 
a "once upon a time" tone, that is the source of its humor as well as its 
self-reflecti ve meditations. 59 

Sanjuro is explicitly offered as a wish-fulfilling figure, as a formal con
ceit necessary for the imaginary destruction of the business class, which, 
from an ideological perspective, incarnated a set of values contrary to the 
ideals of samurai life. He strides into the town, is greeted by the dog, and 
is menaced by Ushi-Tora's thugs. He stops for some sake at an inn run by 
Gon (Eijira Tono), who tells him about the situation in town. Gon de
spairs over the violence and brutality rampant in the streets as Ino 
(Daisuke Kata). Ushi-Tora's brother, returns with more hired killers. Gon 
tells Sanjuro that only swords can settle things here and that he'd best 
leave if he doesn't want the violence to get him, too. The coffin-maker 
next door hammers away throughout the scene, the only artisan profiting 
from all the killing. The hammering provides the same dark counterpoint 
as does the dog earlier, establishing the essential evil of the world ,  an evil 
that, to Gon, seems omnipotent. He believes that nothing can stop the 
gangsters and merchants or halt the future their actions are ushering in. 
Sanjuro sees it differently. He smiles and tells Gon that he'll stay, that he 
gets paid for killing and likes this town. He adds, however, that he'll 
make sure all these criminals are stopped. Think about it ,  he says. It 
would be better if they were all dead, he mutters reflectively as Masaru 
Sato's music rumbles ominously. Like other Kurosawa heroes, Sanjuro 
has decided to enter the battle, to meet the world's evil head on, but 
unlike them, he has no ethical reason for doing so, no ideal to which he 
commits. His involvement lacks the moral dimension that inhered in 
their behavior. He decides to destroy the gamblers and merchants simply 
because it would be amusing. He offers no other reason. The abstract 
character of his decision, its absence of content, establishes its basically 
formal nature. It foregrounds Sanjura 's stature as an artifice, as a charac
ter Kurosawa dreams up for the express purpose of eliminating gang-
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42. Sanjuro (Tosh i ro M ifune) enjoys the carnage from his watchtower perch i n  
Y6jimbO. Director Masahiro Shi noda criticized Kurosawa for t h i s  imagery. 
(Museum of Modern ArVF i l m  St i l ls  Arch ive) 

sters. He has stressed this point: " I  was so fed up with the world of the 
Yakuza. So in order to attack their evil and irrationality, and thoroughly 
mess them up, I brought in the super-samurai played by Mifune . . . .  
Only such a samurai of the imagination, much more powerful than a real 
samurai ,  could mess up these gangsters."60 

Gon replies to Sanjur6's declaration with disbelief, tell ing him it's im
possible, that he'll never do it. The samurai smiles and remarks that he 
can't do it alone, indicating that he'll need Seibei and Ushi-Tora to do his 
work for him. But the remark is also a self-reflexive one, signifying his 
own immateriality as a historical figure, his status as a construction em
bodying Kurosawa's fervent wishes for an end to economic corruption 
and organized crime. He cannot do it alone because he needs the force of 
Kurosawa's desire as an energy from which to materialize. What makes 
Yojimbo such a remarkable film is its emphasis upon Sanjuro's artificial
ity and its giddy celebration of the power of the wish. Throughout, the 
samurai functions as a kind of surrogate director, arranging and manipu
lating events as if he were structuring a screenplay and organizing a nar-
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rative.61 He first sells himself to Seibei, who, elated, announces a noon 
raid on Ushi-Tora. When they assemble in the street, Sanjuro leaves 
Seibei and announces his desertion to Ushi-Tora's group. Then he 
climbs a watchtower, the better to view the showdown he has precipi
tated. The gangs converge hesitantly, displays of bravura alternating 
with outbursts of cowardice, as Sanjuro mirthfully watches from above. 
The expected annihilation is interrupted, however, by a messenger who 
announces an official inspection, so everyone puts down their swords 
and pretends all is well. Later, when the official is gone, Sanjuro renews 
his program of manipulation, provoking an angry outburst from Gon, 
who scornfully tells the samurai that he is behaving as if this was all part 
of a show he wrote. Sanjuro agrees but modestly adds he authored only 
half of it. 

The film manipulates point of view, however, in such a restrictive 
manner that it is as if Sanjuro were the complete author. The first shot 
defines the film's strategy in this respect. In a long shot, a range of moun
tains looms in the distance, and no human figures are visible in the land
scape. It appears to be a fairly conventional , impersonal establishing 
shot. But then Sanjuro strides into the frame, filmed from behind and in 
such close terms that his back dominates the image, obliterating the dis
tant mountains. Perspective is reversed, as foreground dominates back
ground, Sanjuro looming over the snow-capped crags. Then a long se
quence follows as the samurai walks, in synchronization with Masaru 
Sato's music, while being filmed from behind. Again the view is so close 
that the surrounding landscape is largely obscured. The mountains, the 
empty roads, the deserted fields, and the locations established at the 
opening of the film are mediated by the presence of the hero, revealed 
only as he moves through them. His first encounter with the town is 
another exercise in perspectival restriction. As he walks through the 
main street, only one conventional long shot is used, clearly situating 
him within the much larger space of the town. This is the first shot of the 
sequence. But after this, every shot narrows perspective to an extraordi
nary degree. As he walks through the street, Sanjuro is filmed from be
hind at such close quarters (deceptively close, since a telephoto lens is 
employed) that his back occupies nearly all the frame. The low angle of 
view further magnifies his visual dominance. The narrowness of the an
amorphic frame is exploited to conceal the details of the town. Because 
of the great width of the frame, the town's buildings can be seen on either 
edge of the screen, where Sanjuro's back does not hide them. But very 
little of the architecture is actually revealed. The narrowness of the 
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frame, its lack of height, prevents this. An almost claustrophobic re
sponse is elicited. The parameters of the conventional . "objective" long 
shot that opened this sequence have been reversed: vision is restricted, 
character dominates architecture, and point of view structures space. 

Sanjuro's visual centrality also defines the design of the narrative. It, 
too, becomes his extension. No event or character is witnessed unless he 
is also present to see them. When he offers to join Seibei's side, the boss 
excuses himself and confers with his family in private. Orin, his wife, 
urges that they kill the samurai rather than have to pay handsomely for 
his services and nominates their son as the executioner. Have to kill a 
few or the men won't respect you, Seibei tells the boy. The three huddle 
in a concealed room, but we are privy to this conversation because 
Sanjuro, suspecting something, has come down the corridor to listen. 
None of this conversation, however, is overheard until the samurai estab
lishes himself at the location. Later, an early morning meeting between 
the gangs appears to transpire without Sanjuro's knowledge, until at the 
end of the sequence, he climbs down from the watchtower where we 
learn he had been all along. Near the end, Ushi-Tora's massacre of Seibei 
and his gang is initially experienced as an off-screen event because 
Sanjuro is not there. Gon is smuggling him out of town in a wooden box. 
We hear, as he does, the screaming and dying. Anxious to see the massa
cre, Sanjuro has Gon carry him closer, and they move from place to place, 
trying to get the best view. Only when Gon places him next to the flaming 
building and Sanjuro peers out of his box does the camera show us the 
event. Throughout the film there is no disparity between what Sanjuro 
knows and what we know, unlike in Ikiru, where gaps in perspective are 
played upon and magnified. But the restriction of point of view in 
Y6jimb6 manages to create a similar Brechtian self-reflexivity by estab
lishing the reciprocity that must exist between Sanjuro and the narrative. 
As the character is Kurosawa's fantasy projection, the narrative is the 
projection of the character, a chain of events that he arranges and creates 
so that, in turn, he may act. 

In addition to this inflection of the protagonist, the constructed, arti
ficial nature of the film is also emphasized through its extreme visual 
angularity.62 Y6jimb6 features some of Kurosawa's most geometrical 
compositions, with an extreme visual formalism heightened by the an
amorphic frame and the telephoto lens. The width of the 'scope frame, in 
particular, is used to accentuate compositional frontality to a degree far 
beyond what can be accomplished with the standard format. When 
Seibei tells his four strongest men that they will raid Ushi-Tora's gang at 
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noon, the men, plus Yoichiro, Seibei's son, are displayed side by side 
across the width of the frame. Similarly, the film's many confrontations 
in the street feature compositions in which whole gangs of twenty to 
thirty men are arranged laterally across the 'scope frame, the l inearity of 
the compositions heightened by the flattening of perspective achieved 
with the telephoto lens. Kurosawa will often accentuate the frontality of 
such compositions by adding highly stylized movement, by inserting 
characters laterally into the frame so that their movement occurs in a 
plane perpendicular to the camera's axis of view. The camera will be set 
up in the center of the street, its axis parallel to the street, and then a 
character will enter the frame, bisecting the street and the camera's view 
by ninety degrees. This often necessitates a highly artificial pattern of 
movement, clearly unlike the way a character would normally walk. 

Such compositional linearity is exploited to best advantage during the 
first of two sequences in which Seibei and Ushi-Tora's gangs swap pris
oners. Kurosawa creates a series of reciprocal, symmetrical compositions 
that establish, in visual terms, the fundamental moral similarity of the 
two groups. I would like to describe this sequence in some detail because 
it so clearly shows the extent of the visual formalism prevailing in the 
film. Seibei's gang has kidnapped two of Ushi-Tora's henchmen, who 
could implicate their boss in a contract killing, and Ushi-Tora has kid
napped Yoichiro to exchange for the two men. The sequence begins with 
a high-angle long shot of the empty street, which runs as a diagonal 
across the frame. Hansuke, the town official, announces the time, and,  in 
the first example of what will become a prevailing pattern of reciprocal 
imagery in the sequence, Seibei enters the top of the frame, at one end of 
the street, traveling laterally from right to left, while Ushi-Tora enters the 
bottom of the frame, traveling from left to right. The next two shots are 
reciprocal images of each other. A medium long shot of Seibei, perspec
tive flattened by the long lens, presents him in the center of the frame as 
he asks Ushi-Tora if he is ready. Ushi-Tora answers in the next shot, 
framed identically to the previous one, the visual similarity so strong 
that only the change of clothing alerts us to the cut. Then two of Ushi
Tora's men, with Yoichiro bound in ropes, cross the frame from the right 
at a gO-degree angle to the axis of view, as in the next shot, a reverse-field 
cut, two of Seibei 's men bring their prisoners across the frame from the 
right, at a gO-degree angle. Then a cut takes us to an overhead long shot 
of the street, as both groups of prisoners begin to move forward at the 
same time, at the top and bottom of the frame. A medium shot follows, 
showing Seibei's bunch advancing directly toward the camera in a fron-
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tal framing. A reverse-field cut presents Ushi-Tora's group moving for
ward in an identical composition. Then a cut takes us back to the over
head long shot of the street, but even this framing has a duplicate. The 
next cut is to another overhead long shot, but one that violates the 1 80-
degree axis of action, so that the street now inclines diagonally in the 
opposite direction. At this point, the extraordinary symmetrical proper
ties of the sequence are broken as it concludes when Nosuke (Tatsuya 
Nakadai) , Ushi-Tora's brother, pulls out a gun and executes Seibei's 
prisoners. Kurosawa, however, has one more flourish to display: the en
tire sequence finds its symmetric duplication in the one that immedi
ately follows, presenting another swap of prisoners by the two sides 
and utilizing the same patterns of linear movement and compositional 
reciprocity .  

This, however, is no empty exercise in form. The sequences are struc
tured as a series of mirror images. Shots become mirrors of each other, 
compositions reverberate as twins. Each gang is a reflection of the other, 
and their mutual gaze defines an unremittingly savage and corrupt 
world,  where crime feeds on itself and endlessly reproduces. Filled with 
reflections of such violence, the world becomes a kind of perverse fun
house, as the extremity of the evil grows so radical that it becomes comic. 
The gangs are filled with misshapen giants who carry oversize hammers 
instead of swords, with wildly tattooed sociopaths who brag about hav
ing done everything bad and who delightfully anticipate being hanged or 
decapitated when they are caught. Misshapen and ugly, the gangsters 
scuttle about with crustacean-like movements. These human-animals 
are animated by a misanthropy that displays an even more striking "re
verse anthropomorphism" than Rashomon. Those who are not criminals 
or merchants are helpless and must hide indoors to escape the violence 
endemic in the world outside. Actions of fleeing and hiding are repeated 
so often that they become a major structural element of the narrative. Gon 
peers out of his inn to view the sordid episodes in the street, not daring 
to venture outside. Hansuke, the official, comes outside only after first 
looking to make sure nobody is being killed. A farming couple. represen
tatives of a sociologically "normal" life, undergoes brutal victimization 
by Ushi-Tora. The woman is used as Kuemon's concubine, and the man 
is forced to live near them but beaten if he tries to see her. The couple has 
to flee the town to survive. 

The world of the film is so dangerous that one can only cower indoors 
and hope that the violence will not spill over inside. It is a world without 
sanctified spaces, unlike in Kurosawa's other films where Sanada's 
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43. Evi l  unleashed, as the violence of the gangsters and their merchant backers 
consu mes the town. Y6jimM. (Museum of Modern ArVF i l m  St i l l s  Arch ive) 

clinic or the village defended by the seven samurai offers the vision of an 
alternative, regenerative human community. The zone of darkness in
habited by the bandits in  Seven Samurai  is now everywhere. Violence, 
and the organized forces that maintain it for profit, is coextensive with 
space. Against all this, Sanjuro is largely helpless. He spends most of the 
film hiding i ndoors with Gon and must rely on trickery and gui le  for 
success rather than on direct confrontation. Eventually, the gangsters 
discover his motives and beat him terribly. Escaping, Sanjuro finds ref
uge at Gon's inn, but it offers no safety. Ushi-Tora and his men burst in ,  
looking for him, and Sanjuro survives only because Gon has hidden him 
i n  a corner. Sanada in  Drunken Angel was able to face down and expel 
the gangsters during a similar invasion, but here all zones, all dwellings, 
all human relationships are infiltrated, deformed or destroyed by the al
liance of merchant and gangster. 

How, then, may Sanjuro hope to prevail? The answer is easy: by de
stroying the world. The conclusion of Y 6jimbO offers a raging apocalypse 
of violence, fire, and death. With a madly escalating logic of mutual de
struction, Ushi-Tora torches the silk stores, and Seibei retaliates by 
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puncturing Kuemon's sake vaults, precipitating a general conflagration 
from which only Ushi-Tora and nine of his men survive to claim the 
town. But nothing is left: Kurosawa pans humorously across the smoking 
buildings and through the dusty streets littered with corpses to reveal a 
despairing coffin-maker. There are now so many bodies that he is out of 
business. Sanjuro and his machinations have precipitated this final on
slaught, but who better to do it in such a world than this stigmatized 
figure? Through his alienation, the film clearly admits how artificial, 
provisional, and ultimately ineffective is the solution Sanjuro offers. The 
social dislocations of the era have cast him loose, have made him a ronin, 
a man of the wave, a piece of flotsam drifting where he will. Dirty, 
shaggy, unshaven, always scratching, his soiled appearance violates 
samurai etiquette, as does his habit of asking for money. He is repeatedly 
identified with dogs. In the opening scene, two peasants see him and 
remark that the smell of blood brings the hungry dogs. A hound crosses 
his path in town, and Ushi-Tora's men contemptuously call him a dog. 
The social moment is so bleak and unsparingly corrupt that the hero 
cannot escape tarnishing and becomes transformed into a literal outcast, 
bearing the marks of his stigmata. 

A wonderful moment occurs early in the film that stresses this trans
formation, making it explicit. Sanjuro sells his services to Seibei, who 
immediately announces the noon raid ,  but the old bodyguard, Homma, 
is offended by the new recruit's higher pay and wants to avoid participat
ing in the raid. He slips out the back, hops over the fence, and runs off, 
but not before pausing and waving to Sanjuro. Homma has a familiar 
smile. It is Susumu Fujita, the star of Sanshiro Sugata and No Regrets for 
Our Youth, as Homma, waving to Toshiro Mifune. The moment becomes 
self-referential, a scene in which the two heroes, past and present. of 
Kurosawa's cinema meet. As Fujita says good-bye to Mifune and takes off 
down that road, Kurosawa's cinema bids farewell to its youthful .  idealis
tic hero in favor of the alienated persona incarnated by Mifune. It is also 
a farewell to a more innocent conception of the past, as an era that could 
nurture Sanshiro's childlike optimism and spiritual commitment. From 
now on, the force of history would be felt in terms incompatible with 
these conditions. 

With the self-reflexive acuity and delight so typical of this film, as if to 
acknowledge the transformation and disintegration of the heroic per
sona, Sanjuro is equated with the dead, just as he had been with the dogs. 
After he is beaten by Ushi-Tara, Gon smuggles him out of town to a grave
yard that has a temple nearby where he can recuperate. In the twilit cem-
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etery, Sanjuro smiles grimly at Gon, who, startled, remarks that h e  looks 
more dead than alive. When Sanjuro returns to town for the final fight, he 
carries a dead man's sword, given him by the coffin-maker. The sword of 
the samurai had always been his most symbolic possession, emblematic 
of his soul, and under no conditions was he ever to part with it.63 For 
Sanjuro to fight with the sword of a corpse is tantamount to being a 
corpse himself. It is his most alienated moment, but it is only thus that he 
can defeat the forces of time. The visually flamboyant battle takes place 
in the main street, as huge clouds of dust swirl around the combatants. 
Sanjuro faces ten men, one of whom carries a pistol .  The winds that stir 
the dust are like those that announced Nosuke's first appearance in the 
film, when he pulled the gun from his kimono. These winds have 
brought firearms to the town along with the culture of the West, which 
will end the warrior tradition. The merchant class will control the coun
try and consign the samurai to the graveyard and to legend. But not yet, 
not while Kurosawa may invoke his own imperatives. Historical reality 
is carefully established in the film, attention given to the rise of a money 
economy and the introduction of firearms, only to be refused, finally, 
and attacked. The hero is capable of beating a pistol and besting ten men 
in a massacre that "is a wish-fulfilling fantasy."64 It is possible only be
cause Sanjuro is a phantom of the imagination, and Nosuke realizes this. 
Before he dies, he promises the samurai that they will meet again, at the 
gates of hell .  History has been surmounted but only through the hero's 
loss of unity. Sanjuro is both hero and dead man, solution to historical 
dilemmas and artistic fiction. Looking around the town, piled high with 
corpses, he remarks that now it will be quiet here. It is the quiet of the 
tomb. Capitalism has been defeated but only at the cost of destroying 
time and the world. The many fires and deaths in this film are purifying 
agents. If Sanjuro is finally the instrument that cleanses an exploitative 
society, if we thrill to his prowess in battle and respond enthusiastically 
to all the destruction he wreaks at the end, we are also reminded of his 
need to go into hiding like the helpless characters lest the forces of his
tory and his social context really destroy him and make impossible an 
imaginary solution. In the last shot, Sanjuro strides away, his dark form 
made insubstantial by the telephoto lens , like a shadow flitting across a 
wall .65 

Y6jimb6 is structured by a commitment to what Freud termed "the 
omnipotence of thought," an attitude toward the world that "according 
to our understanding of the relation of reality to thought must appear like 
an over-estimation of the latter. Objects as such are overshadowed by the 
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44. Preparing for the showdown, Sanjur6 arms h i mself with a dead man's sword . 
yojimbo. (Museum of Modern ArVFi l m  Sti l ls Archive) 

ideas representing them; what takes place in the latter must also happen 
to the former, and the relations which exist between ideas are also postu
lated as to things."66 This is the principle underlying magic, Freud sug
gested, a belief in the power to remake reality according to the contours 
of the wish. The extraordinary deformities afflicting the characters i n  the 
film, the gallery of monsters that Sanjur6 confronts, are the result of ob
jects becoming "overshadowed by the ideas representing them." The 
n ightmarish terms defining the world of Yojimbo result from this dis

placement, as Kurosawa permits his disdain for gansters and merchants 
to overwhelm their world and wipe it clean. much as a Tokugawa Neo
Confucianist would have l iked to do. Furthermore. in its fantasy gratifi
cations, Y6jim b6 may be read as an allegory about Kurosawa's own noto
rious and well-documented confrontations with studio executives and 
marketing representati ves, whose commitments to profit helped usher in 
the "dark ages" of Japanese film. Sanjur6 is offered as a subversive direc
tor, manipulating the scenes from his watchtower, whose plans are 
counter to the scenarios plotted by the gang bosses. In this respect. 
Y6jim b6 might be regarded as the precursor to a very similar film by a 
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director influenced by Kurosawa. It performs the same cathartic function 
as Sam Peckinpah's Bring Me the Head of Alfredo Garcia, another film 
that sets the corrupting influence of lucre against the purifications of 
ritual violence as it constructs an allegory in which the criminals become 
symbolic incarnations of film producers and investors. Like Kurosawa's 
hero, Peckinpah's protagonist also rises from the grave to wreak venge
ance on the businessmen who hired him. Both directors, acutely sensi
tive to the corrupting influences of money (Kurosawa would return to 
this theme again in High and Low) , sought solutions in these films 
through the intervention of a supernatural hero. 

Kurosawa followed the adventures of this hero in one more film, 
Sanjur6 (1962) ,  in which the ronin falls in with a group of earnest young 
samurai trying to root out corrupt officials in their clan. It is a more deli
cately funny film than Y6jimb6, with much of the humor emerging from 
the studied contrast between Mifune's dirty, shaggy samurai, always ask
ing for money, and the stereotypically noble, virtuous behavior of the 
young men. But the film, compared with its predecessor, is considerably 
more static, and the humor, while more subtle, is also far less radical in 
intent. Y6jimb6 is global in ambition and adventurous in style, fusing 
the comic and the grotesque without diluting the power of either. In 
Sanjur6, by contrast, Kurosawa's concerns are much more modest. He 
gently mocks the conventions of samurai films, satirizing the pompously 
feudal behavior of their characters ,67 but he does not extend the political, 
historical analysis of Y6jimbO. Indeed, the use of history in Sanjur6 is 
less radical. It merely provides a general backdrop for the action and 
does not receive the critical treatment that the other films examined in 
this chapter provide. Before moving on, however, it is worth noting that 
both Sanjur6 and Y6jimbO, in the explicitness of their violence, helped 
inaugurate a new level of gore in samurai films. The severed arm and the 
geyser of blood erupting from a slain samurai 's chest-two of the most 
memorable images from the films-helped change the way other direc
tors filmed swordfights. There is a celebration of the bloodiness of vio
lence in both these films, which is why, in Sanjur6, the attempts to con
demn such violence, by including a character who criticizes it, do not 
really work. Afterward, however, Kurosawa backed away from such cel
ebratory explicitness and attempted to dissociate himself from it: 

For the final sword fight in Sanjur6 between the two men, I 
had the blood gushing as an experiment. It was the first time it 
was ever done in Japan. Having done it once, I have no desire to 
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45. Sanjuro vanquishes h is  foe and a l ter ego (Tatsuya Nakadai) .  This scene is a 
key moment in the visual ization of v iolence in the samurai fi l m :  moments before, 
Sanjuro's sword has cut so deeply that his  foe's chest erupts in a geyser of blood. 
Sanjur6. (Museu m of Modern Art/F i l m  St i l l s  Archive) 

do it again. I feel that other Japanese filmmakers who have 
looked at these two films and perceived that they were interest
i ng, have totally misunderstood what was interesting about 
them: it wasn't the one blood scene. It was the character of San
juro. And the decision to take the blood and guts and exploit that 
in their fil ms is a misunderstanding of what makes an audience 
like a film as wel1.68 

Kurosawa would never again celebrate violence as he did in these two 
fi l ms. Affirmations, even those of violence, were becoming i ncreasingly 
foreign to the spirit of h is work. The bloodshed in Ran is certainly ex
plicit ,  but it is infused by a despair and melancholy that turn it to horror. 

The way out of the d i lemma posed by Seven Samurai was found in 
Y6jimbo to l ie i n  fantasy. History would be i nvoked only to be laughed 
out, and through this laughter the hero would be incarnated. The se1£
referential use of fantasy as a formal element here points toward its more 



H I S  T O R  Y A N D  T H E  P E R  I 0 0 F I L M 235 

extensive use  in Dodeskaden. At  the end of  Yojimbo, Sanjur6 strides 
away into a void, his sword having eliminated the terrors of a corrupting 
world. Sanada had a crowd into which he could vanish, to which he 
could bring his reformatory efforts. By contrast, the ethic of Yojimbo is  
one of isolation, a celebration of alienation. From here, Kurosawa could 
take the logic of his cinematic project only one step further, an extension 
that would represent both its culmination and the initial moment of its 
dissolution. Unable to work through the mechanisms of closure that the 
past wielded against the moral project of his cinema, Kurosawa sought 
solace in a time and space conceived in mystical terms. The attempt 
to escape what Mircea Eliade called the "terror of history" led to the 
search for an antihistory, for transcendence, an attempt to freeze the flow 
of time and lift its burden of suffering. In doing this, Kurosawa was 
thrown back on his last resource. The contemporary world mocked the 
efforts of his heroes, and the past refused to disclose a space for the social 
rebel. There were no cities on the hill .  Only antihistoric space remained 
as refuge, but if one entered it, one might never return. The path to a 
committed, political art might be lost forever, and this, indeed, is what 
happened. This was the risk, and it came true. Kurosawa entered this 
space to make Red Beard and never found his way back. In the films 
after this, all the heroes would be dead, and the laws of karma would be 
irrevocable. 

Red Beard is a unique film in Kurosawa's oeuvre, and to discuss it 
adequately we must now change the terms of the analysis .  In no other 
film is there the sense of dual reality, of different planes of being. 
Watanabe's dedication to the park in Ikiru is founded on his realization 
that all that counts is what one does in this life. Unlike the films of Ozu, 
Bresson, and Dreyer, which, it has been suggested , belong to a tradition 
of "transcendental style,"69 Kurosawa's work has always exhibited an 
exclusive commitment to the surfaces of the material world. Red Beard , 
however, is the exception. This is a deeply spiritualistic film. It postu
lates the existence of a world beyond the senses, one that may be grasped, 
indirectly and emotionally, during brief moments of exceptional insight. 
Suffering and death are the subjects of the film and the vehicles of this 
revelation. The inquiry is a new one that goes beyond the surfaces of 
phenomenal reality, and this may be what Kurosawa meant when he said 
he wished with this work to push film technique to its limits.70 This kind 
of cinema poses enormous problems for critical discussion. The tempta
tion is to bow down before the sublime image, of which Red Beard con
tains many, while pronouncing the inexplicability of all really great art. 
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There will be points in the discussion that follows where the mystery of 
an image will have to be noted. The aesthetics of the film are informed 
by, and point toward, such mystery. What is basic to our purpose, how
ever, is to understand how Kurosawa came to adopt such a novel per
spective, how the narrative and imagery of the film structure a sense of 
mystery, and what this new orientation is responding to. In brief, we will 
see that this new spiritualized aesthetic is the substitute for the failure of 
a materialist cinema. 

Red Beard was nearly two years in production, and Kurosawa has re
marked that on this film he worked harder than ever, wanting to make 
something so magnificent that people would be compelled to see it.71 
The setting is again the Tokugawa era. For three years the young doctor 
Yasumoto (Yllzo Kayama) has been studying the secrets of Western med
icine at Nagasaki. Filled with arrogance and self-satisfaction over his 
status as a member of the nation's professional elite, planning to become 
the Shogun's own doctor, he is distraught to learn that he has been as
signed to work in a public clinic, where only poor people will be his 
patients. Dr. Niide (Tashiro Mifune) ,  nicknamed Red Beard, runs the 
clinic ,  and the film studies Yasumoto 's tutelage under Niide, his con
frontations with sorrow, illness, death, and his own moral growth into a 
public-spirited,  dedicated physician. Keiko McDonald points to the cen
trality of the master-pupil relationship in this work.72 Through it, Kuro
sawa returns to the explicitly didactic cinema of the early postwar years, 
but with the infusion of a new perspective and aesthetic. Yasumoto is to 
be a model for all young Japanese, as the film demonstrates-one final 
time, in supreme terms-the nature of responsible living. 

The film appears to be loose and shapelessly structured. It is long, over 
three hours , and filled with a multitude of characters and subplots. 
Where the narrative of Seven Samurai , an even longer film, was oriented 
by and developed toward a single goal-defeat of the bandits-and fea
tured the kind of tight narrative construction typical of Hollywood pro
ductions , Red Beard moves in many directions simultaneously as it ex
plores the lives of the clinic patients and their past and present suffering. 
Moreover, the unifying idea of the film is an other-worldly one, and its 
attempt to illuminate truths of the spirit can only be indirect. These must 
be suggested, not explicitly observed, because they are far more intan
gible than the defense of a village. For these reasons, Red Beard has 
sometimes been regarded as a formless work73 when, in fact, its structure 
reveals a tight organization. It has the massiveness and sprawl of a nine
teenth century novel because of a comparable effort to assimilate and 



H I S T O R Y  A N D  T H E  P E R I O D  F I L M 

46. Yasumoto (YOzo Kayama) learns the secrets of l i fe and death from N i ide 
(Toshi ro Mifu ne) , i n  the supreme master-pupi l re l ationsh i p  of Kurosawa's 
ci nema.  Red Beard. (Museum of Modern Art/ F i l m  Sti l ls Archive) 

convey a comprehensive v ision of l ife. In this respect, the film is an 
anachronism. In the international c inema of the 1 960s, a modernist sen
sibility was emerging, marked by a restlessness and self-referential  com
plexity of form. Works by Godard, Antonioni ,  and Resnais, as well as by 
members of Japan's own ew Wave,14 broke new ground by challenging 
the conventions of narrative cinema, among them the direct, unmediated 
presentation of character and narrative and its corollary, the spectator's 
identification with a character placed in melodramatic situations. Kuro
sawa, by contrast, does not engage in self-conscious formal experimenta
tion, as he did in Ikiru and Yojimb6. He evokes the simplest human expe
riences and relationships and does so in outmoded terms by call ing upon 
a nineteenth-century sentimentalism, the kind associated with the nov
els of Dickens or Dostoevsky/5 The film has often been decried for its 
melodrama,'6 and it is melodramatic, but no more so than the experi
ences of Oliver Twist or Raskolnikov. As with Dickens and Dostoevsky, 
Kurosawa's melodrama is a consequence of the urgency of his vision. His 
symbiotic i nvolvement with his material ,  the vehemence of his stance, 

237 



238 C H A P T E R  6 

generates this emotional excess, the extraordinary intensity by which 
states of evil and innocence are portrayed,  and their striking polarity. 
Indeed, he has admitted that in writing the script for the film, he con
stantly thought of Dostoevsky,17 and the influence of the Russian novel
ist may be at its greatest in this film. 

The narrative studies Yasumoto's progressive moral development and 
is organized by the stages of this education. At first his brashness leads 
him to perceive the clinic as an awful place to work, low in prestige and 
offering no real remuneration. Tsugawa, the doctor whose place he will 
be taking, tells him the clinic is terrible, the patients are all slum people 
who smell bad and are full of fleas and lice. Yasumoto smells a foul 
stench. The smell of the poor, Tsugawa tells him, as Kurosawa cuts to a 
shot showing a cluster of wretched people huddled along one corridor, 
waiting for medical attention. The lighting and framing present this 
group as an undifferentiated mass, alike in their misery. Niide later tells 
Yasumoto that without the effects of poverty, half the people here 
wouldn't be sick. The clinic patients are slum dwellers, starving fami
lies, individuals who, through misfortune, have fallen to the bottom of 
society and can no longer care for themselves. Poverty is omnipresent in 
the film, afflicting all the patients, and it is encountered whenever the 
doctors venture outside the clinic. 

Kurosawa, however, demonstrates a new attitude toward these op
pressive conditions, a result of the defeats encountered by the previous 
films in their attempts to find political and social solutions. He now con
structs poverty as a mythic condition and as an interior one, not as a 
political problem. The poor on whom Yasumoto gazes are silent, inert, 
submissive in their suffering. They display no anger or brutality, only 
resignation and sadness. Poverty has become a mental condition, induc
ing helplessness and humiliation and stripping people of their dignity. 
(The terms of this analysis of poverty belong to Konstantin Mochulsky, 
who pointed to its relevance for Dostoevsky'S novels. 78 It seems clear that 
Kurosawa has taken it over from the Russian novelist.) Niide tells 
Yasumoto that there are really no cures. People say poverty is a political 
problem, but politics has never done anything for the poor. Has a law 
ever been passed to get rid of poverty, he asks, adding that the problem 
is much deeper than that. There is always some story of great misfortune 
behind illness, he says. 

These words are central to the film. They indicate that Kurosawa has 
now given up entirely on the effort to grapple with the social context. 
Without that effort, none of the previous films would ever have been 
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made. But the tension between personality and environment, embedded 
in those films as a true dialectic, has now become an antithesis. With
drawal from society has fostered a total focus on the psyche, whose vicis
situdes are regarded as far more important. One of the patients at the 
clinic is a madwoman who seduces men and kills them with a hairpin. 
She had been raped repeatedly as a child, but Niide says that she was 
born with her insanity. Many other people have had bad experiences 
without turning out as she did. This harsh judgment, encountered in an 
earlier form in Stray Dog, has several consequences. First, it indicates the 
historical l imitations constraining Niide's medical practice, which oper
ates at a time when the psyche had not yet been articulated as the focus 
of a separate discipline and was accounted for in terms of hereditary 
factors. Second, however, and more important, it discloses the extent to 
which illness is now conceived in strictly metaphysical terms. Sickness 
is regarded as the outcome of misfortune, not of social factors. The per
ception of misfortune is now firmly embedded within an appreciation of 
time as that which inevitably brings trials and sufferings to one's life. 
Suffering is spiritualized in Red Beard. It is an interior condition. A 
grasp of its secrets is the prerequisite for cure and the basis for the rever
sal of time, the cancellation of history, that is the project of this film. This 
is what Yasumoto has to learn in decisive encounters with three of 
Niide's patients. 

Yasumoto's arrogance is due to his confusion of medical technique 
with true healing. His error is a belief that curing is something done to 
bodies. His first encounter is with the madwoman, who seduces and 
nearly kills him by playing on his desire to cure her. He responds to her 
exhibition of distress out of an overwhelming belief in his own abilities 
and must be rescued at the point of death by Red Beard, under whose 
shadow he wakes up in the next scene. Yasumoto 's education is to pro
ceed by a series of emotional shocks, and the madwoman has delivered 
the first. Others, however, are soon forthcoming. Assisting in his first 
operation, performed under horribly primitive conditions, Yasumoto 
cannot bear to confront the open wound of the patient, and Niide com
mands that he not look away, stating the essential Kurosawa credo that 
one bear to face the unbearable. The young doctor, however, cannot yet 
do this, and he faints. The antidote to his arrogance is the realization that 
pain is more than a response to damaged tissue. A gold-lacquer crafts
man named Rokusuke is dying of liver cancer, and Niide tells Yasumoto 
to watch him carefully. The room fills with the awful sound of the old 
man choking and gurgling his last painful moments, and Yasumoto, hor-
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rified,  backs into a corner and falls to the floor. He later tells the clinic's 
other doctor, Mori, that he finds it amazing that Red Beard could call a 
man's last, wretched moments solemn, but Mori replies that Niide looks 
into their hearts as well as their bodies. He says he is frightened by the 
pain and loneliness of death, but not Niide, whom he wants to be like 
some day. It is precisely this pain and loneliness that Yasumoto must 
absorb and make his own if he is to adapt to the spartan life at the clinic. 

Death, and the suffering that precedes it, is the limit challenging 
Niide's work at the clinic. It is the boundary against which the doctors 
continually battle, and the effort to counter suffering must engage the 
mystery of death. Yasumoto grasps this mystery when Rokusuke's 
daughter comes to the clinic and tells the sordid, humiliating story of her 
marriage to her mother's lover and rejection of her father. Old Rokusuke 
died without saying a word because he had been condemned to silence 
and isolation by his daughter. But now she wants to atone. Did he die in 
pain? Niide says he did not, and she exclaims that it had to be that way 
or else life would be too unendurable. Yasumoto, recalling the agony of 
the old man's last moments, is shocked at Niide's lie. He had watched the 
moment of death closely, but its threshold yielded no secrets. Nothing 
was revealed, until now. Kurosawa cuts from Yasumoto to a strange 
image of Rokusuke, framed in profile,  his throat contorting in pain but 
without the sounds of choking that we remember. A curious calm per
vades the image. Rokusuke stares upward and is lighted from above, giv
ing his face a beatific cast, and the burst of music on the soundtrack, 
consonant chords, seems to negate the fact of his pain. This is the first of 
several extraordinary images that convey a sense of transcendental won
der, of connection to an inexpressible depth or truth of being. In such 
images, the familiar becomes momentarily strange and disturbing. Is this 
image that Yasumoto recalls fact or fantasy? Its ontological status is not 
clear. Now, however, that Yasumoto has learned from the daughter the 
reasons for Rokusuke's pain and silence, his death is transfigured. It 
evokes awe and becomes a spiritually charged event as its physicality is 
diminished, a lack of importance symbolized through the absent sound. 

From Rokusuke, Yasumoto learns the truth of Niide's words about 
misfortune lying behind suffering. But Kurosawa is interested in the 
manner by which such misfortune may be negated and surmounted, and 
he establishes the way through the example of Sahachi, another dying 
patient whose last moments Yasumoto observes. Sahachi relates another 
long narrative that has emotional misery as its core. He married a woman 
promised to another man. Feeling ashamed and sinful over breaking the 
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47. N i ide and Yasumoto carry t h e  battered ch i ld ,  Otoyo, t o  the safety of  the 
c l in ic .  Hu man suffering i ncreases in a darken ing worl d .  Red Beard. (Museum of 
Modern Art/F i l m  Sti l ls Arc h ive) 

other engagement, she kills herself. Believing that he caused her suffer
ing, and that of the other man as well, Sahachi buries her next to the 
clinic and devotes his life to working for others. Sick as he is, he works 
to buy eggs and fish for the other patients. He embodies the Dostoevskian 
example of universal responsibility, of each for all .  Working too hard, he 
has grown more ill and is now dying. The other patients are distressed 
beyond comfort. To them he is a saint, thinking only of others, never of 
himself. These are, of course, the familiar terms of Kurosawan heroism, 
but here that heroism has become transmuted into acts of everyday kind
ness. It has attained a simplicity and purity it never before possessed. 
Sahachi dies, but he has inspired Yasumoto. The young doctor finally 
dons his c linic uniform, which he has until now refused to wear. At this 
point he is given his first patient to cure, a girl named Otoyo, who has 
been savagely beaten and brutalized by the owner of a brothel. 

Just as heroism has become transformed into acts of everyday charity, 
the perception of human suffering is also altered. No longer analyzed in 
social terms, it is now, simply, evil. Otoyo is the eternal Dostoevskian 
child, whose brutalization calls into question the existence of God and 
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morality. I don't understand it, Red Beard says. Why does such a child 
have to suffer so? The task faced by the Kurosawa hero is now one of 
fighting metaphysical evil ,  and this can be done only by conquering 
time, by creating a transcendent space where time is abolished. Through 
Yasumoto's efforts to heal Otoyo's mind and body, Kurosawa describes 
the specifics of this task. The young doctor nurses her in his room, seal
ing it off from the rest of the clinic. An extraordinary privacy and inti
macy develops between them as Kurosawa shows, through pantomime 
and carefully controlled music, Yasumoto's efforts to care for her. He 
nurses her to health and then falls ill himself, and she, with perfect moral 
symmetry, nurses him. The room, and the clinic that surrounds it, be
comes a container of healing power and ,  as such, is set off against the 
surrounding world. 

The visualization of this division draws on what is, for Kurosawa, a 
novel conception of space. Virtually all his previous films featured 
highly angular compositions and the accentuation of patterns of move
ment conceived as metaphors for states of individual enlightenment or 
networks of social obligation. The essential feature of this design was 
visual instability, and Kurosawa explored various means toward this 
end. The choreography of oppositional patterns of movement was one 
such technique, whereby he might answer a camera movement in one 
direction with a wipe traveling in another direction and a character in 
the new frame moving in yet a third direction. Strongly linear patterns of 
movement prevailed in which Kurosawa would contrast motion toward 
or away from the camera with movement bisecting the frame in a hori
zontal plane. Motion might be implicit within a static frame, achieved 
through a tense compositional arrangement of diverging lines and 
planes. Or he might alternate, as in Stray Dog, between scenes of frenzied 
activity with fast cutting and lengthy, static scenes filmed in long takes. 
But whatever particular formal strategy he might explore in a given film, 
he usually avoided repeating previously established camera setups, so 
that the viewer, constantly reoriented by a succession of novel perspec
tives, came to inhabit a screen space that was in a continual state of flux, 
always shifting, never familiar. This visual strife must be seen as the 
essential signifier of Kurosawa's own committed position, as the correla
tive of his involvement with the exigencies of the social and historical 
moment. The fragmented space of his films is the appropriate visualiza
tion of the fractured social periods that most of the works study, but this 
splitting, while generating the moral dilemmas faced by the heroes, also 
grounds the possibility of their success. Again and again, the films have 
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postulated that social crisis contains both the danger of chaos and vio
lent collapse as well as the opening for alternatives. The undermining of 
a stable screen space and the dissolution of the culture during a moment 
of historical transition are different components of the same chain of 
signification.79 They demonstrate the urgency of Kurosawa's involve
ment with his culture and his time and the depth of his optimism. Only 
as all that is familiar disintegrates may the outline of a better world be 
glimpsed. Like Dostoevsky, Kurosawa has always been an artist of the 
apocalypse. Like Dostoevsky's, Kurosawa's characters hover always on 
the brink of spiritual catastrophe, of a trial that will test them to their 
utmost, take them through fires that will either consume or purify. Fre
quently, as in Rashomon, Seven Samurai , Record of a Living Being, and 
yojimbo. the entire world is threatened with conflagration. It is only by 
meeting this energy of destruction with another energy, with another 
power. that the apocalypse, individual or social, may be avoided. The 
instability of screen space, its fracturing through linear design or chore
ography of movement. unleashes this counter power and signals the re
formatory impulse of Kurosawa's cinema. 

All this has changed in Red Beard. In place of explosive visual ener
gies attesting the seriousness of the struggle. and the real danger of its 
being lost, Kurosawa now works with an aesthetic of restraint and reduc
tion. Red Beard is a film of stillness and quiet, of physical remove and 
isolated spaces. The film's narrative is built around the contrast between 
the space of the clinic and the surrounding world, and the imagery de
scribing each region is starkly different. This visual design works "to 
impose on the present world a kind of mythical or eschatological geogra
phy."BO Inside the clinic, where healing power is manifest, characters sit 
in repose, contemplatively taking their meals. studying books, mixing 
prescriptions. or earnestly seeing to the health of their patients. Very 
little medicine, however, is actually dispensed. Healing. instead. comes 
through inhabiting the special space of the clinic, a region of quiet, sta
bility. and security so different from the outer world. Otoyo's cure comes 
through the provision of a secluded. comforting, supportive space where 
her emotional scars may heal. Kurosawa explores an alternate style in 
order to describe this space. Characters in the hospital converse in long, 
uninterrupted shots and are framed in symmetrical, balanced composi
tions. Many sequences are recorded in a single shot, with frontality ac
centuated as characters sit facing the camera, arranged side by side 
across the anamorphic frame, parallel to the wall behind them. These 
shots are virtually motionless, as an aesthetic of stasis emerges in Kuro-
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sawa's cinema not unlike that of Ozu's. Most important, space is stabi
lized, either through balanced compositions that are prolonged by the 
long take and the absence of character or camera movement, or through 
the repetition of camera setups. During the scene where Rokusuke 's 
daughter tells Niide and Yasumoto about her father, Kurosawa cuts 
among close-ups and two-shots of all the characters , but he continually 
returns to previous and familiar setups. Spatial orientation is assured, 
not challenged. Moreover, Kurosawa generally obeys the lBO-degree axis 
of action, so that screen direction is a constant. Spatial relations become 
harmonized and predictable in a way they never were before. 

By contrast, the outside world is a place of strife and violence. It is 
glimpsed only briefly when Yasumoto and Niide visit the out-patients, 
when Yasumoto goes looking for Otoyo after it seems she has run away 
from the clinic , or when flashbacks visualize the contents of Sahachi's 
memories. During these periods, the landscape is ripped by severe winds 
churning huge clouds of dust, pummeled by harsh rains, or torn apart 
by earthquakes and landslides. This turbulent region is where Otoyo 
has been brutalized, where Sahachi lost his wife, and where Rokusuke 
and his daughter lived lives of misery. Gripped by severe elements and 
destructive human relations, the world outside the clinic is a place 
of visual and emotional trauma. Kurosawa's camera emphasizes this de
structiveness, recording tempests of earthquake, storm, and human vi
olence. Against the horrors of this engulfing space the tiny area of the 
clinic is set in defiance, with the doctors venturing outside to reclaim the 
most brutalized individuals to their care. The contrast of these spaces is 
a contrast of stillness and chaos , of restraint and excess, of compassion 
and violence, but most of all , of the sacred and the profane. The sancti
fied space of the clinic can be maintained only in isolation from the sur
rounding world.  The distinction is between "two provinces of being: a 
common, generally accessible province and another, sacred, precinct 
which seems to be raised out of its surroundings, hedged around and 
guarded against them."81 Violation and invasion from outside must be 
vigilantly prevented. When the madam of the brothel visits the clinic 
attempting to return Otoyo to a life of prostitution, the entire hospital, 
doctors and staff, unite in opposition to chase her away. 

This division of the world into two regions, a protected zone of stasis 
and sacred relations and a degraded region of passion, violence, and flux, 
also works toward a separation of time and history from human affairs. 
Outside the clinic, in disintegrating landscapes , history prevails. It is the 
region of temporality and narrative, containing the deforming experi-
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ences of the madwoman, Sahachi, Rokusuke and his daughter, and it is 
illuminated and disclosed through their memories. It contains the past, 
now identified with trauma, from which the clinic is in retreat. Its con
tents can be released only by extreme disturbances, such as Rokusuke's 
death or the landslide that unearths the skeleton of Sahachi's wife. The 
encounter with the past is a convulsive one, and, in response, the film 
uses the sacred space of the clinic and its own narrative structure to con
quer history and reverse time. Otoyo's cure is nothing but such a rever
sal. an attempt to undo and reconstruct the damage wrought by the tem
poral world. She is young and her past carries less weight than did 
Sahachi's and Rokusuke's ,  and the effort is successful .  The passage of the 
seasons parallels both Otoyo's cure and Yasumoto's education, and the 
film begins and ends before the gate of the hospital, enforcing a circular 
design. The ending of the film is a beginning. Deliberately avoiding a 
climax, Kurosawa concludes with Yasumoto's decision to remain at the 
clinic, and the final images present his return with Niide to the gate and 
to the patients beyond. It is the commencement of another story. Such a 
structure, capped with the film's final images of melting snow, the com
ing spring, a marriage ceremony, and a renewal of dedication to the 
clinic 's mission, regenerates time with an iconography describing re
turns and beginnings. This, then, is the refuge to which Kurosawa was 
driven in his meditations on the past, toward a cancellation of its legacy. 
The film, to use Mircea Eliade's description of myth, confers "a cyclic 
direction upon time, annuls its irreversibility:" "Everything begins over 
again at its commencement every instant. . . .  No event is irreversible and 
no transformation is final. . . .  Time but makes possible the appearance 
and existence of things. It has no final influence upon their existence, 
since it is itself constantly regenerated."s2 

Death itself may even be reversed. A young boy, Ch6b6, whom Otoyo 
has come to love, and his family have taken rat poison to escape from 
chronic starvation. They are brought to the clinic , and the boy lingers 
near death. Niide and Yasumoto can only, helplessly, pronounce that he 
will live if he lasts until morning. He begins a final convulsion, as if he 
is about to die. Determined to save Ch6b6, Otoyo and the clinic cooks 
call his name into a deep well, obeying an old superstition that since 
wells lead to the center of the earth, a dying person may be called back 
through them. As they chant his name, Kurosawa tilts down the length 
of the well to the center of the earth, and as a tear falls on the water below, 
Niide announces that Ch6b6 will live. This is the final event of the film, 
before the brief coda treating Yasumoto's marriage and return to the 
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48. As Ni ide a nd Yasumoto try to save (hobo, they confront the mystery of death 
and the l i m its of med ical knowledge. Red Beard. (Museum of Modern Art/F i lm 
Sti l ls Archive) 

clinic,  and therefore it assumes a structural importance. It radically pro
poses an ultimate power to the force for good. It completes the logic of 
the film as a whole, which demonstrates not just the annulment of t ime 
but the creation of a positive karma, in which the inevitability of suffer
i ng is repealed. The optimism of this project is evident in the film's pro
posal of a chain of good wil l ,  of the ethical example of a l ife dedicated to 
heal ing and cure ,  spreading from Niide to Yasumoto, to atoyo, and even 
taken up by all the cooks in the clinic. Richie points out that Kurosawa 
suggests the force for good may be so strong as to be contagious.83 But, as 
Barbara Wolff notes ,84 what should be added is the Buddhistic basis for 
this proposal. A thirteenth-century treatise on moral and behavioral pre
cepts had admonished that it "is wrong to be kind to those who treat you 
well and unkind to those who treat you badly . . . .  If you are good to the 
bad, then the bad may reform."65 Karma proposed an equivalence 
through time of good fortune for good deeds and of misfortune for evil 
deeds. A reward for kind behavior was sure to come, if not in  this l ife 
then i n  the next. " [ Tl he Gods and Buddhas will rejoice at your good 
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deeds and you will be rewarded in your next existence. Try always to 
improve your karma by returning good for evil ."B6 Eventually, a steadily 
improving karma would result in the attainment of enlightenment, of 
Buddhahood, resulting in the transcendence of time and suffering. 

Kurosawa reconstructs this doctrine of positive karma, but he offers it 
as a possibility in this life by releasing his enlightened characters from 
the constraints of time and history. Here is the basis for the film's aes
thetic of stillness and restraint. In contrast to earlier films, satori,  enlight
enment, has already been achieved. The visual energy of the preceding 
films was generated by the effort to attain this enlightenment, by the 
vehemence of protest against crushing social exploitation. Near the be
ginning of Red Beard , when Yasumoto rebels against Niide and runs out 
of the clinic, the frame is energized in the old fashion. Kurosawa records 
his flight in a series of rapid tracking shots, but they are the only ones in 
the film. Otherwise, calm and quiet prevail as Kurosawa resorts to the 
stable, static frame. Stasis was broken by movement, by the energy of 
Yasumoto's protest, but the film dramatizes the elimination of this pro
test and the return to stillness. There are no cures, really. Yasumoto 
comes to agree with NUde's rejection of politics and, with it, the material 
world. In place of the lost politics, only the comforts of a withdrawn and 
contemplative stance remain. 

The film's ideal is a monastic one, and this retreat symbolizes Kuro
sawa's own flight from his postwar commitment. Kurosawa has pointed 
out that Red Beard, although a period film, expresses his views of con
temporary Japan: 

I think that the terrible reality that I describe in Red Beard is 
exactly that of Japan today. How to explain the contrast, the dis
crepancy between what one sees, the appearance of prosperity 
and the deep reality? Of course, if you only look at the economic 
expansion of the last few years, all the misery of the people is  
evaded or hidden. The people no longer believe in politics or the 
administration. The economic expansion will not last. The cur
rent prosperity is based on misery and will collapse.B7 

As NUde observes in the film about politics and the poor, Kurosawa de
spairs about the possibility of alleviating these conditions of social op
pression. " If we had a climate of catastrophe, there would still be some 
hope. But in reality things are kept the way they are. The tragic, disas
trous, strange things just continue."BB 

247 



248 C H A P T E R  6 

This new, disenchanted view of the perpetual nature of suffering and 
exploitation helped transform the material of the films from Red Beard 
on. Discussing Kurosawa's recent films, Audie Bock notes their "didac
tic remoteness." "The shantytown atmosphere of Dodeskaden is hard to 
find in contemporary wealthy Japan, and the man in unspoiled nature 
represented by Dersu is hard to find anywhere in the world."89 Viewing 
Kurosawa's most recent films, one feels that the hopes for social reform 
have indeed died.gO Paradoxically, however, this deepening pessimism, 
beginning to surface in his work of the late 1950s, has accompanied the 
eras of Japan's rapid economic growth, the state's growing assumption of 
policies of social welfare, and the development of broad-based move
ments of social protest centering around such issues as revision of the 
Japan-U.S.  mutual security treaty, industrial pollution, and the govern
ment's efforts to construct the Narita airport.g! Noting the appearance of 
citizens' movements in the 1 950s, and their rapid growth in the 1960s 
and 1 970s, Ward concludes that the presence of popular protest move
ments in Japan has opened democratic spaces within the state and has 
resulted in a populace that is far more participatory and politically in
volved than in the past. 

Of greater fundamental importance, however, was the gradual 
emergence of local and national interest group associations and 
citizens' movements with goals that required political action if 
they were to succeed. During the 1960s and 1970s these grew 
rapidly in numbers . . .  and exploited the institutions of Japan's 
new democratic political system on behalf of their particular 
causes . . . .  The result today is a far more politically informed, 
involved, and participant population than existed in the Japan 
of the 1920s or 1930s.92 

This tide of popular activism is relevant to Red Beard and to the films 
that followed because of its glaring absence from their narratives and 
concerns, because of the adamant refusal by these films to believe that 
society could be made better. The growing reluctance of Kurosawa's 
work to engage topical issues came to be seen as a kind of opportunism, 
a penchant to blow willy-nilly with the prevailing wind. Masahiro 
Shinoda found the image of Toshiro Mifune atop the watchtower in 
Yojimbo, watching the conflicts below with amused detachment, to be 
an apt metaphor for Kurosawa's own position. Shinoda wondered if 
Kurosawa, and the generation of filmmakers to which he belonged, 
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would "choose any political positions ultimately to make their films 
enjoyable."93 

Shinoda's verdict, of course, casts a pall over Kurosawa's work, even 
the clearly engaged films of the immediate postwar years. For the next 
generation of Japanese directors-the New Wave-the evasiveness of 
Kurosawa's political vision, its miring in "humanist" values, was a thing 
to be avoided. As evidence of the consequences of such evasiveness, 
Niide 's speech in Red Beard dismisses the relevance of politics not just 
for the poor but also for those contemporary Japanese who were then in 
the streets demonstrating on behalf of causes that were deeply felt. Other 
filmmakers chose to be inspired by these currents of protest. Desser ties 
the emergence of the Japanese New Wave in the 1960s to the massive 
protest movements surrounding the revision of the U.S.-Japan security 
treaty in 1960 .94 By contrast, with evidence readily at hand of democratic 
protest in modern Japan, of real spaces where farmers or fishermen could 
confront or defy the policies of the state, Kurosawa chose instead in his 
work to retreat to the past and to mythical spaces. The resurgent pessi
mism of the late films is defiant indeed. 

As a measure of this defiance, Kurosawa discarded the analytic capa
bilities of his montage aesthetics in favor of the authorial detachment 
afforded by the long take and the long shot. From now on, he would use 
this style to contemplate the world from a distance, and it would be a 
world grown increasingly eccentric ,  a world of dreams (Dodeskaden) ,  of 
arcadian paradise (Dersu Uzala) , and of crushing despair (Kagemusha,  
Ran) .  Politics was dead , as was hope for the future. With a celebration of 
life as a dream and effort as illusory, and a certification of hel plessness 
and fatalism, negativism suffused the remaining films and confirmed the 
flight from commitment. 
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7 
The Late Films 

Irretrievably/ 

Gone are the days 

of glory-/My 

dream has van-

ished!lSurely the 

day will soon 

come/When I 

leave this 

brushwood hut. 

-The Tale of 

the Heike' 

What remains now is to explore the last works, the 
coda left by an arrested dialectic. Yasumoto's return 
with Red Beard to the clinic was scored with trium
phal music derived from Beethoven and Brahms, 
and, as Joan Mellen points out, the end of this film 
marked the close of the major, most important part 
of Kurosawa's career.2 It was the climactic expres
sion of the themes and forms he had been pursuing 
since the 1940s. Four years of inactivity followed 
Red Beard , of abortive projects, of failures to secure 
funding for future films, and of growing tensions 
with younger filmmakers whose experimentation 
and radical questioning of form seemed also a re
jection of the tradition of cinematic realism and so
cial commitment that had nourished Kurosawa. 
The ripening of alternate, nontransparent , politi
cally and cinematically self-conscious modes of 
filmmaking in the works of Oshima and others 
seemed to leave Kurosawa's cinema far behind and 
to reveal its boundaries in such a way that they ap
peared hopelessly narrow. Kurosawa's manipula
tions of form in Ikiru had been at least implicitly 
Brechtian, and the cinematic experimentation in 
Throne of Blood , in which he infused cinema with 
the performance and compositional styles of Noh 
theater and sumi-e painting, had turned on an anal
ysis and celebration of traditional aesthetic values. 
By contrast, Oshima's subversion of form was ex
plicitly political and, like Godard's cinema, fre
quently used overtly Brechtian devices to counter 
the illusions of mimesis.  The gulf between Kuro
sawa's cinema and the countertendency repre
sented by other modernist filmmakers seemed 
unbridgeable. The generational rift pained him. 
Of his inability to communicate with newer gen
erations of directors, he has observed: "I would 
like to be friends with them, but for some reason 
they avoid me. Some say that my style is old-fash
ioned, and others say I'm just an old man and not 
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worth paying any attention to. As far as I 'm concerned, aging is not a 
matter of chronological age but of talent and how you are able to exer
cise it."3 

Following the failure of his participation in 20th Century Fox's pro
duction of Tora ! Tara ! Tara ! ,  Kurosawa could not finance another pro
ject until he joined with three other directors to form an independent 
company, Yonki no kai (The Four Musketeers) .  The other partners were 
Keisuke Kinoshita, Masaki Kobayashi ,  and Kon Ichikawa, and the com
pany was conceived to rejuvenate the cinema as a director's medium. 
Kurosawa describes its mission, and its fate, this way: "We wanted to 
form a group to become the 'nucleus' of Japanese film. We wanted to 
make films without having to fight for them at every step. We set out 
quite idealistically, thinking if we added D'Artagnan to the Three Mus
keteers, we'd have Four Musketeers. We thought it was a way to rescue 
Japanese cinema. The association foundered on the fact that we all had 
strong individual personalities."4 

Dodeskaden (19 70) was the company's first and only production, and 
it was a commercial failure. The company folded, and it would be ten 
years before Kurosawa would make another film in Japan. Dodeskaden 
came at a critical juncture in his career. In Red Beard he had pursued the 
logic of his cinema to its completion, while the countertradition exem
plified by Oshima, Shinoda, and others was pushing the cinema in a 
different direction from that in which Kurosawa had taken it. After the 
prolonged inactivity, the damage to his reputation following the Tara, 
Tara , Tara ! disaster, and the challenges from the antirealists , Do
deskaden could not help but carry an inordinate amount of symbolic 
weight. It was an old master's return to the medium and perhaps it might 
even constitute a response to the radical forms of the Japanese New 
Wave. What kind of film would Kurosawa make? 

Dodeskaden, an episodic portrait of slum dwellers, was shot on a 
budget of under one million dollars and in a quick twenty-eight days,5 an 
amazing feat for a man who had become one of Japan's most expensively 
budgeted directors. Kurosawa admits that he made the film "partly to 
prove I wasn't insane ," that is, to quell rumors that his legendary perfec
tionism had not reached pathological proportions.6 The quickness of the 
shoot may be responsible for some of the film's peculiarities. 7  It looks 
like no previous Kurosawa film, and apart from a few tracking shots and 
an occasional use of the telephoto lens, it lacks Kurosawa's stylistic sig
natures. Moreover, it represents his first return to the standard screen 
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format, the first film since The Lower Depths in 1957 not shot in ·scope. 
The disjunctive editing and angular compositions that have typified his 
work have been softened by an emphasis upon long takes and a more 
balanced arrangement of characters within the frame. Screen space is no 
longer a function of perceptual disturbance. The work of composition 
and camera movement assumes a minimal presence that is quite rare in 
his cinema and that differs from the accomplishment of Red Beard. A 
deliberate restriction of montage aesthetics prevailed in that film, too , 
but Kurosawa's framing stressed frontality and linearity, thereby pre
serving a stress upon the artifice of the imagery. The formal structure of 
Dodeskaden manifests neither of the dual stylistic impulses of his work. 
Neither the blunt, aggressive energy of the montage aesthetic nor the aus
tere reductiveness of geometric , immobile, frontal framings typifies its 
design. 

Nevertheless, the film is visually experimental , though this is not a 
matter of camera placement or editing. It is Kurosawa's first film in color 
and an attempt to understand this new formal element. In Dodeskaden, 
he discards the constraints of the naturalistic environment and cele
brates a gaudy expressionistic style, full of hot primary colors. in which 
clothing, buildings, and the landscape itself glow with a full spectrum of 
wild hues. Kurosawa has painted his sets, the faces of his actors, even 
artificial backdrops representing the sky, the sun, and the moon to give 
them a lurid glow appropriate to the cartoon ish, hallucinatory quality 
of the film. He had been reluctant to use color, believing that he did 
not understand it. With the cameraman Takao Saito, who shot Dodes
kaden, however, he felt he had met someone whose research in color 
technique accorded with his own evolving understanding.s Having de
cided to use the new element, Kurosawa applied it with such intensity 
that it became the dominant component of form. The aggressiveness and 
self-consciousness so lacking in his camera work and cutting are mani
fest in the deployment of color. "Dodeskaden was a kind of color ex
periment for me. It was my first color film and I tried all kinds of things
even painting the ground, not to mention the sets. To deal with these 
characters in their very restricted setting, I had to use color as much as 
possible to bring out this setting. I was consciously being very experi
mental there."g The design is feverish, deliriously intense, often comi
cally exaggerated. Among the characters are two laborers and their 
wives , who live across the street from each other. Each family'S clothing 
is coordinated with the colors on the front of their houses. The worker 
from the red house wears a red sweater, the one from the pale yellow 
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house wears a pale yellow sweater and headband, and his wife sports a 
sweatshirt with black bands like those that diagonally cross the front of 
their home. There is nothing subtle about this, but it becomes funny 
when the wives and husbands switch partners. Returning from an eve
ning of drink, the husbands are not sure which house to enter, bound to 
observe the tacitly agreed infidelities but confused by the mismatch be
tween their clothing and the color of their new residences. 

Color structures the design of entire scenes, as in the one in which a 
young girl is sexually violated by her uncle as she lies across a bed of 
violently red flowers. Kurosawa's use of color is not gratuitously experi
mental , for the amplification of hue creates an ironic counterpoint with 
the reduced conditions of life, the minimal levels of food and clothing 
characterizing this neighborhood. In this gap between material subsis
tence and aesthetic extravagance, between economic marginalization 
and stylistic transgression, both the social critique of Dodeskaden and its 
contemporary despair may be located. The film constructs a critical so
cial allegory, but it merges imperceptibly into an aesthetic that is indif
ferent to social conditions. In this ambiguity, the film locates and cele
brates the power of fantasy, both of the artist who fashions imaginary 
worlds and of impoverished people whose only escape lies in a realm of 
dreams. Kurosawa explores that area between poverty of the flesh and 
the heated ruminations of the spirit where the imagination dwells. 

The title of the film is  a form of onomatopoeia. It is meant to be the 
sound of a trolley and is the obsessive cry of an adolescent boy who 
imagines himself a trolley driver. He compulsively drives his make
believe trolley around a slum neighborhood, whose denizens constitute 
the cast of the film. As in The Lower Depths, Kurosawa studies the condi
tions of life among those excluded from society, who manage a precari
ous existence on the periphery of the human world. But whereas poverty 
in the earlier films raised the challenge to a hero of responsible living, 
here the world is completely self-enclosed, its coordinates defined by 
despair, dreams, and drunken revelries. In addition to Rokuchan, the 
trolley boy, the group of slum dwellers include Katsuko, a young girl 
made to work endless hours by a lazy, drunken uncle whom she supports 
and who rapes her; Hei , a mysterious shell of a man with dead eyes who 
speaks to no one; Ry6, a good-natured fellow who takes in his wife's 
illegitimate children as if they were his own; Tamba, a gentle man who 
behaves compassionately toward others; and a beggar and his son who 
live in the decaying frame of a car and alleviate their starvation with 
visions of a celestial house they are constructing in their imagination. 
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49. H i s  spirit buoyed by fantasies, Rokuchan drives his imaginary trol ley through 
the s lums. Dodeskaden . (Museum of Modern ArVF i l m  Sti l l s  Archive) 

The ensemble nature of this cast affects the structure of Kurosawa's 
narrative and the kind of social space it delineates. As the film opens, 
Rokuchan inspects and then drives his make-believe trolley into the cen
ter of the neighborhood, and his path intersects the movements of one of 
the drunken workers. The worker is standing on the invisible rai ls, and 
Rokuchan blows his horn to clear the tracks. Then, as he crosses the 
frame from left to right and exits , the worker walks in the opposite direc
tion to rouse his comrade. Instead of following Rokuchan as he makes the 
circuit with his trolley, Kurosawa tracks with the worker to his friend's 
house and continues with them as they set off for work. The paths of two 
characters central to the film-Rokuchan and the drunken worker-have 
crossed, but these people do not know each other except dimly, by sight 
as residents of the same general neighborhood. The coordinates of the 
narrative will  be arbitrary in this way, structured as a series of accidental 
encounters. 

As the workers depart, they pass a group of washerwomen working 
around a ground-level spigot, and Kurosawa now lingers on the women, 
as an official with a grotesquely funny facial tic passes them, pausing to 
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twitch uncontrollably. Both the women and the official will be regular 
characters, but the only ties that bind them are the polite and distanced 
codes of neighborly recognition. The movements of the characters de
scribe a series of randomly intersecting lives. The paths of Rokuchan, the 
workers , and the official cross the same terrain but at different moments 
and in varying directions. In Kurosawa's previous films social space had 
been rigidly structured ,  and its formalized norms had to be subverted by 
the hero. But the hero ultimately did not prevail against the social struc
ture. It diminished and finally extinguished the space in which he 
moved. In Dodeskaden, Kurosawa finds a social space that is open and 
permeable, free of confining social duties and group norms, but this 
openness is also an emptiness in which the laws of structure are replaced 
by the free form of random encounters. The social space is open because 
the condition of poverty has replaced and leveled the characters' former 
roles and positions. For Kurosawa, the linear narrative was a structure of 
commitment. l O  It had chronicled the growth of subjectivity and moral 
consciousness, was focused and directed by the hero's obsessive goals, 
and was set in motion by his activity. Because everyone is blighted 
by their poverty in Dodeskaden , because the human figure has become 
as expressionistic a feature of the landscape as decaying cars, because 
abandonment by society has obliterated the possibility of heroism, 
narrativity-as a symptom of all this-breaks down. The narrative be
comes diffuse and nonlinear and organizes the lives of its characters as 
a series of tangents, briefly and arbitrarily interconnected. Unlike the 
way in which it functions for Brecht or Oshima, the nonlinear narrative 
here signifies an entropic condition. The destructuring of social space in 
this film is doubly symptomatic: of the cultural abandonment of these 
slum characters and of Kurosawa's own disengagement from the social 
fabric. The rigidity of social codes in the earlier films was a mobilization 
generated in response to the rebelliousness of the Kurosawa hero, whose 
behavior elicited an authoritarian response from the social hierarchy. By 
contrast, the permeability of social space in the slum neighborhood of 
Dodeskaden and the absence of rigid social roles and class tensions are 
the symptoms of the withdrawal of Kurosawa's previous authorial voice. 

The path of his departure may be traced through dreams and fantasies , 
but as these inevitably carry the imprint of the world in their design, they 
are imbued with a darker reflection and allegory of contemporary Japan. 
The film opens as it closes , at Rokuchan's house. He and his mother are 
praying to Buddha, and Rokuchan asks Buddha to take care of her be
cause she seems worried and sad. The windows are covered with draw-
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ings that he has made. They are all of trolleys and dramatically reveal the 
extent of his obsession. Blocking the windows, these brightly colored 
pictures obliterate the outside world. The room is sealed by dreams, 
its space defined by the imagery of Rokuchan's visions. In this weird, 
private world, he and his mother appeal to Buddha for salvation rather 
than to the self, as previous Kurosawa characters would have done. 
Concerned to dispute the rumors of his own madness, Kurosawa iron
ically fashions a hallucinatory world whose main character is himself 
mad. 

Rokuchan tells her he has to go to work, that the maintenance crew 
is not reliable. He pantomimes a routine in which he dons a driver's 
uniform and steps outside into a bleak, gray, metallic landscape whose 
desolation so strikingly contrasts with the gaiety of his drawings. It is a 
depressing industrial landscape, a slag-heap littered with corroding au
tomobile frames, rusting slabs of metal. and mountains of unidentifiable 
rubbish. It stretches to the horizon. No trees are visible. No birds sing. 
Rokuchan walks to an open space, where he has parked his trolley. He 
begins an elaborate routine in which he inspects the machine, starts its 
engine, and then drives it down a path through the refuse, shouting "do
deskaden." As he goes through this ritual , the film affirms the power of 
his hallucination by providing a realistic aural accompaniment to his 
motions, much like Kurosawa had done with the imaginary symphony 
in One Wonderful Sunday. We hear the trolley door open and its engine 
start. Rokuchan may be demented, but that dementia is very dear to 
Kurosawa, and he affirms the logic and humanity of its delusions by 
allowing the soundtrack to validate them. Rokuchan's delusions are ab
sorbed by the film's form and become real, a strategy Kurosawa extends 
as the boy begins to drive. In a series of reverse-field cuts, Kurosawa 
tracks and zooms to simulate the imaginary trolley'S motion as Rokuchan 
races across the blasted landscape. Eventually the path of his travels 
takes him into the shantytown where most of the characters live, at 
which point Kurosawa leaves him to examine them. 

This sequence has laid bare the ethics of the film. Rokuchan's fanta
sies of color and motion are developed as a response to the horrifying 
industrial world that has stripped his own life of sensuality and free
dom. Confined to a tiny home in the midst of an auto graveyard, Ro
kuchan imbues his life with vitality and pleasure through his imagina
tion. In the first shot of the film, we see him standing in the doorway, 
watching a distant trolley pass, its reflection visible in the glass next to 
him. Affluent Japan, a world where people really ride trolleys, is distant 
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and unattainable, and he is captivated by its image. Kurosawa regards 
Rokuchan's visions as evidence of the power of art to transform life. 
David Robinson reports Kurosawa as saying that Rokuchan "symbolizes 
the artist, the cineaste who creates entirely by the power of his imagina
tion."l1 If Rokuchan's visions are meant to stand for the transformative 
powers of art and the cinema, then the character's isolation and his pe
ripheral relationship to modern Japan must resonate with Kurosawa's 
own position in the film industry at this time. As the boy races across the 
inhuman landscape, a group of schoolchildren call him "trolley-crazy" 
and throw things at him, expressing contempt and persecuting him in a 
way that Kurosawa may have understood only too well. 

More important, however, the brief appearance of the well-dressed 
schoolchildren stresses the alienation from the developed Japan of the 
shantytown dwellers. Contemporary Japan, where people ride on trol
leys, possess shiny cars, and eat at restaurants, may as well be another 
world for these slum people, so remote is it. The beggar-boy who lives 
with his father in the shell of an abandoned car remarks that he once saw 
pictures of foreign lands , and it is he who, in another sequence, passes 
indifferently the shiny cars in town. The outside world is foreign. It is 
Other and exists only as photographs seen once, the reflections of a pass
ing trolley on a window, hostile schoolchildren throwing stones from a 
distance. Kurosawa does not engage this world of commodities and com
merce. He turns away from it, permitting it to exist only as a tracing on 
the periphery of the slum dwellers' lives. 

Nevertheless , tradition survives as cultural nostalgia. The father living 
in the abandoned car constructs a dream house in his imagination, con
sulting with his son on its design. As they plan the gate, the fence, the 
swimming pool (much as the oppressed couple in One Wonderful Sun
day had dreamed about the features of the restaurant they wanted to 
own), Kurosawa cuts in fantastically colored images of these structures 
done in rococo, Spanish, and British styles. But they decide their house 
must not be of stone, like foreign houses. We Japanese, the father pro
nounces, couldn't adapt to stone houses. They are too cold ,  and we love 
to live in the midst of nature. For this reason, he says, the Japanese have 
designed wooden houses, sensitive to climate and weather. The boy, 
who sleeps in the frigid car, agrees that he doesn't like stone houses, 
either. The father talks of national and cultural differences as if they still 
existed as realities in his life. He celebrates love of nature in a world 
where it has become extinct. He and his son live surrounded by steel and 
concrete, but the old cultural identity lingers on as a ghostly memory. 

257 



258 C H A P T E R  7 

The only tree in the film is a dead one, gnarled, leafless, and stunted, and 
a woman reflects that when a tree is dead it is no longer a tree. 

Dodeskaden evokes a nightmare landscape, where rotting automobiles 
become homes, where fish are poisoned and bring death to the beggar
boy, and where nature has been supplanted by corroded, rusted steel. 
Conjuring the dream house for his son, the father remarks that the gate 
will be green, but first it must be painted red as an anticorrosive. Dreams 
for these people function in just this way, as protection from an acidic 
world. "Frequently within several hours they live through a paradise of 
love or an entire life, huge, gigantic ,  unheard-of. wonderful ,  like a dream, 
magnificently beautiful. . . .  [R]eality produces an onerous impression, 
one hostile to the dreamer's  heart, and he hastens to withdraw into his 
own inviolable golden nook."12 The words are Dostoevsky'S, but they 
aptly describe Kurosawa's validation of fantasy as balm for a conscious
ness oppressed by the industrial landscape. As Joan Mellen perceptively 
notes, for Kurosawa, "the imagination as a value in itself offers moments 
morally superior to and more authentic than the brute facts of 'real 
life. '  "13 Nevertheless, it was not always this way, as decades of Kuro
sawa's committed films clearly demonstrate. Now, though, in Dodes
kaden, consciousness has been severed from the world to drift in hal
lucinatory rapture. Where once it contested experience, now it flees from 
it. The cultural heritage of nature veneration, the aesthetic celebration of 
snowfalls and moonbeams, has become irrelevant to a world that has 
obliterated nature itself. The gaudy, stylized design of the film must be 
seen in this allegorical dimension. The decaying dwellings covered with 
a rainbow of colors and the wildly hued ground and faces of the charac
ters evoke a poisoned environment, glowing with radioactivity, weirdly 
colored by buried chemicals that have ruptured the ecosystem and re
turned to disfigure humans and dwellings alike. By the late 1960s in 
Japan, pollution had emerged as a major social problem. "Since [the na
tion's] rapid growth policies stressed chemical and heavy industrializa
tion, pollution of the environment proceeded with a vengeance."14 Citi
zen protests against industrial pollution were rapidly growing, and a 
widely publicized series of lawsuits dramatized the ills of " itai-itai" dis
ease, Minamata disease, and others. 15  It is in this context that the wild 
color design of the film should be viewed. It evokes a landscape of make
believe but also of pollution and its terrors. Mellen reports that Kuro
sawa remarked to her in 1972  that he wished to make a film about pollu
tion.16 In a sense, Dodeskaden is that film. Against a backdrop of real 
world misfortune and antipollution political struggle ,  however, the es-
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50. The horror of l ife in an industria l  wasteland. Dodeskaden. (Museum of 
Modern Art/Film St i l ls Archive) 

cape into dreams carries the taint of poison , however much Kurosawa 
may want to validate the magic of fantasy. The dreamworld of Do
deskaden is grotesque and disfigured. As his boy l ies dying from the 
toxic fish , the father cannot stop dreaming of his enchanted house. As he 
lowers his child's ashes into the ground, he visualizes the swimming 
pool, finished at last. Dreams are not just balm for the savaged spirit ,  they 
also embalm it. 

Kurosawa answered the stylistic experimentation of the New Wave 
filmmakers with a grandly antirealistic film, but i n  place of Oshima's 
political analysis Kurosawa offered a condemnation. Dodeskaden sig
nals both Kurosawa's horror over modern Japan , contaminated by its 
own progress ,  and his withdrawal from itY Dersu Uzala ( 1 9 75) is there
fore the logical sequel to this film. If modernism has destroyed the eco
system, Dersu Uzala observes the moment of its eclipse and mourns the 
destruction of the wilderness as a violation not just of nature but also of 
the human world. Before he could make Dersu Uzala ,  however, a film 
that is his farewell to heroes, Kurosawa passed through a grim period in 
his own l ife duri ng which the future of his career seemed to be in  serious 
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question (see Chapter 1 for a detailed discussion of this period) . "After 
Dodeskaden, I had some very dark moments when I thought about what 
the prospects were in Japan, and I realized that if I wanted to go on mak
ing films, I would never get out of debt."'8 Depressed over the critical and 
commercial failure of Dodeskaden, unable to secure financing for future 
films , and plagued by health problems, Kurosawa attempted suicide in 
1971 . Afterward, he began a slow process of spiritual recovery, aided by 
an accurate diagnosis of his health problems and by an offer from Mos
film to make a film in Russia. Looking back on this period, Kurosawa has 
reflected: "I think I was suffering from some kind of neurosis, but I also 
had a bad case of gallstones, and it wasn't until long afterward that it was 
diagnosed and successfully operated. I didn't realize until after the sur
gery that I had been in pain for years, and I'm sure it had been affecting 
my spirits ." '9 The intense, hallucinatory design of Dodeskaden, the over
heated, interior world of the psyche where much of the action transpires, 
the fragility of the spirit wounded by an implacable world, all are symp
tomatic of this period of pain and depression. The isolation of the charac
ters and the schism between their consciousness and the world are ana
logues of Kurosawa's own desperately unhappy situation. Rokuchan's 
room, its windows that provide access to the outside covered with the 
images of his artwork, is a magic space, secure and safe from the terrors 
of the spirit, where kindly Buddha will intervene with his healing pow
ers. The ambiguity with which the film views Rokuchan's visions lies 
here. They are both a form of madness, the products of a dysfunctional 
mind, as well as a means of transcendence. When the spirit is in flight 
from the world, the illusions of art cease to be lies. They provide a means 
of salvation, Kurosawa suggests, obstinately believing in the power of his 
craft to sustain,  if no longer a comprehensive project of social reform, 
then at least himself.20 The ambitions of assisting in a task of national 
cultural reform have contracted, along with the spirit, until only the 
prospect of personaL psychological survival remains, as a compelling 
necessity. Dodeskaden is a chronicle of this contraction. The expression
ism of form, the antirealism, and the exploration of color provide vectors 
for creative movement while the real avenues of social and political 
power remain closed. Kurosawa has not only retreated from contempo
rary Japan. He has accompanied Rokuchan to that tiny room of the imag
ination. It is this flight, coupled with its celebration of fantasy, that 
makes Dodeskaden such an unsettling work. The fairy tale euphoria 
Kurosawa seeks to communicate as his camera gazes rapturously at the 
drawings is profoundly disturbing. 
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If, in Dodeskaden , contemporary Japan has become a slag-heap, its 
landscapes grotesque and oppressive, its trees and fish dead and poison
ous, then the possibilities for moral commitment and social reform have 
already been foreclosed. Dreamers replace heroes, and art exists to pro
vide escape for the battered consciousness. Dodeskaden studies an in
dustrial and cultural catastrophe that has already occurred. It is a post
apocalyptic film,  chronicling the human effort to subsist in a world 
rendered uninhabitable. Though four years of inactivity followed before 
Kurosawa would work again, his next film is also concerned with these 
issues, but it develops them with a complementary focus. Dersu Uzala 
inverts the time frame and terms of analysis of Dodeskaden. Whereas 
Dodeskaden, with much gaiety of spirit, conducts a wake for a deceased 
culture, Dersu Uzala sadly tends the patient during its last moments of 
life. What has vanished from the world in Dodeskaden-the spirituality 
of nature, providing the moral basis for human conduct-is cherished 
and grasped by Dersu Uzala in the very moment of its passing. 

The film represents a double removal for Kurosawa, a removal from 
both the contemporary world and his own culture. He made the film in 
the Soviet Union on invitation from Mosfilm, and it is set in the early 
decades of this century. The offer to make a film in Russia rescued Kuro
sawa from the despair and inactivity that followed the completion of 
Dodeskaden and gave him the chance to realize this project he had long 
cherished ever since discovering the diary of the Russian explorer whose 
exploits the film chronicles. Now he had a chance to make the film. As 
for working in Russia, away from Japan. Kurosawa seemed cavalier about 
issues of cultural isolation. "If I couldn't direct in Japan, why not? Cin
ema is an international language."21 

The need to work was so compelling that it simply overpowered the 
desire to make Japanese films for a Japanese audience. Besides, Kuro
sawa considered himself a "global citizen."  Moreover, this project. 
filmed on location in dense Soviet wildernesses, would give him an op
portunity to exercise his passion for incorporating nature as an element 
of the drama. That passion is apparent in many of his films , wherein the 
cycle of the seasons, climate, and weather conditions are active partici
pants in the drama. The oppressive heat in Stray Dog and Record of a 
Living Being is omnipresent and becomes thematized as a signifier of a 
world disjointed by economic collapse and the atomic threat. The narra
tive of Red Beard is structured by the passage of the seasons. Even in his 
first film, Sanshiro Sugata , the montage dealing with the abandoned 
clogs is punctuated with imagery of snow and rain. Rain in Kurosawa's 
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films is never treated neutrally. When it occurs in Rashomon, Seven 
Samurai ,  Throne of Blood, Red Beard, and Dodeskaden, it is never a 
drizzle or a light mist but always a frenzied downpour, a driving storm. 
Kurosawa's sensibility, like that of many Japanese artists, is keenly sensi
tive to the subtleties and beauties of season and scenery. He remembers 
the sounds of his boyhood, of Taish6-era Japan, and points out that they 
"al l  are related to the seasons.' >22 During his youth, Kurosawa recalls that 
when he read novels he had trouble comprehending human behavior 
and motivation but was highly responsive to the evocation of natural 
scenery. "At that stage of my life I didn't understand very much about 
people,  but I did understand descriptions of nature. One passage of Tur
genev I read over and over again, from the beginning of The Rendezvous 
where the scenery is described: 'The seasons could be determined from 
nothing more than the sound of the leaves on the trees in the forest.'23 He 
adds that "Because I understood and enjoyed reading descriptions of 
natural settings so much at this time, I was influenced by them." He does 
not specify the nature of the influence, but perhaps that is because it is 
already so apparent. 

Dersu Uzala gave Kurosawa the chance to make this interest the pri
mary subject of a film.24 In this film Kurosawa studies the Siberian wil
derness whose magnificence dwarfs the scale of human action and ambi
tion, thus reversing the terms by which the other films had proceeded. A 
celebration of love for nature and respect for all its forms, which the 
beggar in Dodeskaden had pointed out as part of Japanese tradition, but 
which was impossible for him to realize in his world of steel and rust, is 
the organizing principle of the film. Nature veneration is rescued for art 
by Kurosawa from the ravages of the modern world, but to do it he has to 
move back in time to discover an unmapped, uncharted region. The film 
constructs a great arcadian myth about the human fall from grace conse
quent upon the loss of the wilderness and the personal ethic that it 
grounded. The magnificence and inhuman dimensions of the vast Sibe
rian forests are indifferent to the facts and scale of human life, yet para
doxically they offer a path to an enlightened form of living. The film 
charts this path and defines the terms of a code of living that Kurosawa 
finds deeply compelling but which he can no longer locate in modern 
Japan. Herein lies the source of the film's profoundly melancholy tone. 
n is a work in which Kurosawa mourns the death of all that he loves. 

In the film Kurosawa studies the friendship between the Russian ex
plorer Arseniev, who is surveying and mapping the Ussuri region on the 
Pacific seaboard, and Dersu Uzala, the hunter and trapper whom he 
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meets and who becomes his guide. As they traverse this area, Kurosawa 
gives his images an epic scope. To do this, he returns again to the an
amorphic frame after having used the standard screen ratio in Do
deskaden. He uses the wide space of the 'scope image to portray the enor
mity of the mountains and forests of the region, exploiting the breadth of 
the frame to capture the boundless spaces of the landscape. The imagery 
of mighty forests, vast rivers, and huge mountains of ice has a serene and 
forbidding beauty. But he also studies the human world, using the an
amorphic frame, as in High and Low, to delineate group allegiances. 
Kurosawa deploys characters across the width of the frame in clusters 
and positions that define them in social, moral, and psychological terms. 
When Dersu and Arseniev converse by their fire, they sit in the fore
ground on the right of the frame while the soldiers camp in the upper left 
background, the two groups separated by a gnarled tree that leans diago
nally away from an embankment across the center of the image.25 The 
wide-screen image permits Kurosawa to achieve a separation between 
these groups impossible in the standard format, and he insists on this 
separation by extending the length of the shot. This composition trans
lates the social coordinates of Dersu's isolation and of Arseniev's ability 
to mediate that isolation into contours of cinematic space. It is a strategy 
that Kurosawa will use again at other points in the film. 

The spatial design of Dersu Uzala is, however, basically not one of 
fragmentation, despite such compositions. As in Dodeskaden, Kurosawa 
employs the long take and the sequence shot and thereby respects the 
integrity of space within the frame. The analytic cutting, the reverse-field 
framing, and the lBO-degree perspective violations typical of his earlier 
style are conspicuously absent, except as occasional occurrences. In this 
period of his work, they are no longer the organizing principles they once 
were. Instead, Kurosawa pulls back with his long lenses to observe im
ages of quiet and stasis, which work as extended tableaux, devoid of the 
kinetic energy that editing or camera movement can supply. Indeed, 
Kurosawa's camera is largely stationary. Whereas in Rashomon, Seven 
Samurai ,  and Throne of Blood forests were treated as places of mystery 
and sensuality where he executed tracking shots of a grace and power 
unsurpassed by any other filmmaker, the forests of Dersu Uzala are not 
rendered with such fluid poetry. Here the camera pans only to follow 
figures. The only extended tracking shots in the film occur as Arseniev 
and his party race along a riverbank to rescue Dersu, who is trapped out 
on the river. But these shots are slow, languid, and anemic by compari
son to those of Throne of Blood, probably Kurosawa's best, where the 
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camera races with breathtaking speed through the forest to follow the 
galloping samurai Washizu and Miki. Dersu Uzala is a film about the 
invasion of the forests, about the restriction of Dersu's freedom to roam 
the hills, and its formal structure emphasizes the compositional beauty 
of the painterly image over the excitement and pleasure of movement. 
This conjoining of long takes, long shots, and telephoto lenses, however, 
also creates an aesthetic of detachment. The pictorial tableaux are frozen 
with a beautiful immobility that grows even stronger in Kagemusha and 
Ran , and this aesthetic design becomes a means of preventing interven
tion into these worlds, either by a stubborn, rebellious protagonist or by 
Kurosawa himself. His perspective is becoming one of observation, not 
participation, and the gradual freezing of the images testifies to this 
change. 

The narrative of Dersu Uzala is divided into two major sections, set in 
1 902 and 1 907 ,  that deal with separate expeditions which Arseniev con
ducts into the Ussuri region. In addition, a third time frame forms a 
prologue to the film. Each of the temporal frames has a different focus. 
and by shifting them Kurosawa is able to describe the encroachment of 
settlements upon the wilderness and the consequent erosion of Dersu 's 
way of life. As the film opens , that erosion has already begun. The first 
image is a long shot of a huge forest, the trees piled upon one another by 
the effects of the telephoto lens so that the landscape becomes an abstrac
tion and appears like a huge curtain of green. A title informs us that the 
year is 1910 .  This is as late into the century as Kurosawa will go . After 
this prologue. the events of the film will transpire even farther back in 
time and will be presented as Arseniev's recollections. The character of 
Dersu Uzala is the heart of the film, his life the example that Kurosawa 
wishes to affirm. Yet the formal organization of the film works to con
tain, to close, to circumscribe that life by erecting a series of obstacles 
around it. The film itself is circular, opening and closing by Dersu's 
grave, thus sealing off the character from the modern world to which 
Kurosawa once so desperately wanted to speak. The multiple time 
frames also work to maintain a separation between Dersu and the con
temporary world. We must go back farther even than 1910 to discover 
who he was. But this narrative structure has yet another implication. It 
safeguards Dersu 's example, inoculates it from contamination with his
tory, and protects it from contact with the industrialized, urban world. 
Time is organized by the narrative into a series of barriers , which enclose 
Dersu in a kind of vacuum chamber, protecting him from the social and 
historical dialectics that destroyed the other Kurosawa heroes. Within 
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51 . The exp lorer Arseniev and Dersu , the last Ku rosawa hero. Oersu Uzala. 
(Museum of Modern Art/F i l m  St i l ls Archive) 

the film. Dersu does die. but the narrative structure attempts to immor
talize him and his example. as Kurosawa passes from history into myth. 

We see all this at work in the enormously evocative prologue. The 
camera tilts down to reveal felled trees littering the landscape and an 
abundance of construction. Roads and houses outline the settlement that 
is being built. Kurosawa cuts to a medium shot of Arseniev standing in 
the midst of the clearing. looking uncomfortable and disoriented. A man 
passing in a wagon asks him what he is doing. and the explorer says he 
is looking for a grave. The driver replies that no one has died here. the 
settlement is too recent. These words enunciate the temporal rupture 
that the film studies. It is the beginning of things (industrial society) and 
the end of things (the forest), the commencement of one world so young 
that no one has had time yet to die and the eclipse of another. in which 
Dersu has died . It is his grave for which the explorer searches. His pass
ing symbolizes the new order, the development that now surrounds Ar
seniev. The explorer says he buried his friend three years ago, next to 
huge cedar and fir trees, but now they are all gone. The man on the wagon 
replies they were probably chopped down when the settlement was 

265 



266 C H A P T E R  7 

built, and he drives off. Arseniev walks to a barren, treeless spot next to 
a pile of bricks. As he moves, the camera tracks and pans to follow, re
vealing a line of freshly built houses and a woman hanging her laundry 
to dry. A distant train whistle is heard, and the sounds of construction in 
the clearing vie with the cries of birds and the rustle of wind in the trees. 
Arseniev pauses, looks around for the grave that once was, and murmurs 
desolately, "Dersu." The image now cuts farther into the past, to 1902, 
and the first section of the film commences, which describes Arseniev's 
meeting with Dersu and their friendship. 

Kurosawa defines the world of the film initially upon a void,  a missing 
presence. The grave is gone, brushed aside by a world rushing into mod
ernism, and now the hunter exists only in Arseniev's memories. The 
hallucinatory dreams and visions of Dodeskaden are succeeded by nos
talgic, melancholy ruminations. Yet by exploring these ruminations, the 
film celebrates the timelessness of Dersu's wisdom. The first section of 
the film has two purposes: to describe the magnificence and inhuman 
vastness of nature and to delineate the code of ethics by which Dersu 
lives and which permits him to survive in these conditions. When Dersu 
first appears, the other soldiers treat him with condescension and laugh
ter, but Arseniev watches him closely and does not share their derisive 
response. Unlike them, he is capable of immediately grasping Dersu's 
extraordinary qualities. In camp, Kurosawa frames Arseniev by himself, 
sitting on the other side of the fire from his soldiers. While they sleep or 
joke among themselves, he writes in his diary and Kurosawa cuts in sev
eral point-of-view shots from his perspective of trees that appear ani
mated and sinister as the firelight dances across their gnarled, leafless 
outlines. This reflective dimension, this sensitivity to the spirituality of 
nature, distinguishes him from the others and forms the basis of his re
ceptivity to Dersu and their friendship. It makes him a fit pupil for the 
hunter. 

Dersu is an extraordinary individual in the familiar terms of Kuro
sawa's cinema, yet he also represents a new departure for Kurosawa. His 
presentation skews the terms of the social analysis proposed by the ear
lier films. His actions are informed by the generosity of spirit and the 
sensitivity to the needs of others that have been persistent hallmarks of 
Kurosawa's protagonists, except that here these attributes are sanctioned 
as requirements for survival in the wilderness. Though ultimately engag
ing a project of social reform, the enlightened behavior of the other he
roes emerged as a personal, existential decision. It rejected and rebelled 
against established social hierarchies and roles. Herein lay the quixotic 
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aspect of their behavior. It was not sanctioned by society, yet it aimed to 
benefit others. Few people were even capable of recognizing it for what 
it was, yet the heroes were dedicated to a vision of service to the human 
community. By contrast , Dersu's wisdom is completely asocial. His 
home is the hills. He roams the forests in the company of beasts and is 
ignorant of and indifferent to the ways of society. In earlier films Kuro
sawa would have viewed such isolation as selfish, but now he regards it 
as a kind of purity. "In this ideal [of a retreat to nature and solitude] there 
is the sharpest antagonism between the world of men and the world of 
nature. Only by fleeing to the bosom of nature can one escape the con
taminations and sufferings of human troubles."26 Wisdom is now possi
ble only by severing all ties with society. The pristine quality of Dersu's 
impulses, his generosity, and his innocence of human evil are the result 
of a life removed from human intercourse. The coordinates of his wis
dom are established by the natural environment, the beneficence of his 
actions by the logic of survival. As Kurosawa points out , "I couldn't have 
portrayed the character of Dersu without showing the nature in which he 
lives-without it he wouldn't exist."27 

When he first appears in Arseniev's camp, Dersu accepts food because 
he is hungry. That day he shot a stag but it escaped. One of the soldiers 
mockingly asks why, if he is such a great hunter, he missed his shot, 
adding that soldiers never miss . Dersu angrily replies that if you shoot all 
the beasts, we'll go hungry. For Dersu, all that happens in his chosen 
environment is part of a natural balance and is therefore meaningful .  He 
missed the stag so there would be food for another day. Later, discover
ing a shack during their wanderings, Dersu repairs its roof and asks Ar
seniev to leave salt, matches, and rice inside. Arseniev asks if he plans to 
return, and Dersu says no, he leaves the provisions for others who will 
find them and will not go hungry. As Dersu repairs the hut, the other 
soldiers watch curiously while joking aimlessly among themselves. 
Their relation to this shack, to the environment, to time itself is different 
from Dersu's.  They live in the present and are themselves helping to 
usher in the historical future. Their mapping of this region will assist the 
development of settlements. Their orientation to time is a linear and a 
unidirectional one, and they can feel no connection to this dwelling. By 
contrast, for Dersu, time is nonlinear. Past, present, and future con
stantly interpenetrate and fold back upon one another. He understands 
the shack's history, he knows by reading signs that it was constructed 
three days ago by a Chinese man who traveled this way, and he projects 
a future for it by repairing its present condition and leaving the food. For 
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Dersu, the fixation of modern men upon progress, their unidirectional 
orientation to the future, is a mark of ignorance. Dersu's world is time
less, that is ,  it is freed of the epistemological frames erected by industrial 
culture. Past, present, and future all coexist with stability and in equilib
rium. Arseniev's party represents the mapping of nature and, thereby, its 
attempted subjugation, whereas for Dersu wisdom entails a necessary 
cooperation with the ecosystem, for one is part of it. If Dersu leaves food 
to ensure the survival of others, the chances are good they will do the 
same for him. 

With this logic, Kurosawa finds in the natural world a basis for his 
ethic of individual responsibility. Arseniev admires Dersu and remarks 
that he was a fine man because he provided for the needs of complete 
strangers, people he would never see. Later, Dersu, Arseniev, and the 
soldiers camp at another shack to wait out a storm. When it is over and 
they move on, a rainbow lingers over the dwelling, as if to sanctify 
Dersu's presence and example. Dersu's magnanimity is nourished by his 
perception of the essential spirituality of nature. He talks to the fire and 
to wind and water as if they were people. A soldier laughs and asks him 
why, and Dersu replies because they are alive. Angry fire, water, and 
wind are frightening, he says. They are powerful men. A strong breeze 
suddenly appears, whipping leaves across the frame, as if in answer to 
his words. Earlier, in a magnificent image, Dersu and Arseniev stood on 
a vast plain, framed between the moon on their left and a fiery setting sun 
on their right, humans and celestial bodies alike flattened by the long 
lens into a single plane of space. It is an image of great mystery and seren
ity. As they contemplate the heavens, Dersu explains that the sun is the 
most important man because if he dies everything else dies, too. He initi
ates Arseniev into the secrets of the universe. The other Kurosawa heroes 
were in touch with important social and moral imperatives, but Dersu is 
connected to cosmic truths, and it is Arseniev's blessing to have known 
him briefly. 

But like those other heroes, Dersu is alone, except that his isolation is 
mitigated by his orientation to time. He tells Arseniev that he once had 
a wife, a son, and a daughter, but they died of smallpox. He burned them 
along with his home. One evening, Arseniev finds Dersu alone by a river, 
singing in the firelight. Dersu tells him that it was here that he lost his 
family. He dreamed recently that they were all in a tent, shivering in the 
cold and hungry, so he came here to give them some food. Though long 
dead, his family and their past remain a part of his world, needing food 
and shelter that Dersu is still careful to provide. Despite this,  however, 
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Dersu's isolation is terminal. There is no one to follow his example and 
lessons. The film is about a failed master-pupil relationship.  It has no 
chance to develop because Dersu's wilderness, which sustained his 
code, is being torn down and because Arseniev is himself of the city, 
where he has a home and family, and will not abandon its comforts. 
Unlike the hunter, Arseniev is a fallen man, compromised by his urban 
tastes. 

Dersu lives beyond the need for human contact, an effective analogue 
to the position of Kurosawa's cinema at this point, having withdrawn 
from the imperative to participate in the work of reshaping society. In 
this film, sociality has given way to a supreme hermeticism. In a sense, 
Dersu's destruction is a corollary of his contact with the modern age. 
" [P]rogress and civilization are enemies of the nobility of men like 
Dersu."28 He and Arseniev, however, love each other, and their parting at 
the end of the 1 902 expedition is filmed by Kurosawa with great feeling. 
They go their ways through the snowy landscape, a railroad track be
tween them, but pause, each calling the other's name in affirmation of 
their bond. These are calls across time, between two worlds, forever sun
dered and one in eclipse. The second part of the film makes explicit this 
decline. Arseniev returns to the Ussuri region in the spring of 1 907 and 
again meets Dersu, who once more serves as his guide. Overjoyed to see 
his friend, Arseniev tells him that he is just the same, but he is wrong. 
Almost immediately, ominous indications of Dersu's fate begin to ap
pear. Walking through a foggy landscape, Dersu discovers that he has lost 
his pipe, a sign of his diminishing acuity, and retraces his path to find it. 
He sees tiger tracks and realizes that one is stalking them. In the eerie, 
fog-shrouded forest, Dersu shouts for the tiger to leave them alone, which 
it does, for now. But this tiger will reappear, and Dersu will come to 
know it as an emissary from Kanga, a spirit the Goldi worship ,  who is 
telling Dersu he may no longer remain in the forest. The tiger's first ap
pearance follows immediately upon the reunion of Dersu and Arseniev, 
and it returns with the coming of autumn. It blocks their path, and Dersu 
shoots at it. It runs off, but Dersu is convinced it will die, and he drops 
his rifle in terror, distraught at the rupture with the natural world he has 
precipitated. In his world, to kill a tiger is very bad. Thereafter, he grows 
sullen and angry, rejecting the friendly overtures of the soldiers, and he 
begins to go blind. He can no longer see the wild boar to hunt, nor even 
hit a glove set up as a target. How will I live in the forest now, he frantic
ally cries to Arseniev. On New Year's Eve, the tiger returns again for him, 
huge and spectral as a shadow that leaps across Arseniev's tent, its 
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growls merging with the wind. Dersu frightens it off by throwing flaming 
pieces of wood, but he now realizes that his bond with the forest is bro
ken. With resignation, he accepts Arseniev's offer to live in his home in 
the city. 

The last act of the film traces the breaking of Dersu's spirit in the city, 
where he cannot shoot his gun, pitch a tent, or chop down a tree. He 
quarrels with officials over these restrictions. How can people live in 
boxes? he asks Arseniev, echoing the comments of the beggar in Do
deskaden about stone houses. That character had no choice over the kind 
of environment in which he lived. Dersu, by contrast, has been empow
ered by his life in the hills, has known the alternative to modern, urban 
life. Now, in Arseniev's home, he can only sit in despair, staring at the 
tiny flames in the stove that remind him of the hills he once roamed. 
Finally, Dersu asks to be allowed to return to the forest. Arseniev relents 
and gives him a new rifle of the latest design, which he says can be aimed 
easily even for one with poor eyesight. But Dersu never makes it back. He 
does not die in the forest naturally, of exposure or by an animal seeking 
food. He does not even fully escape the city. Its taint haunts him. He is 
killed by someone for the rifle, and Arseniev is summoned to identify the 
body. He buries Dersu in a secluded place next to huge cedar and fir 
trees, and he sets Dersu's staff on the grave as a marker. He stands by the 
mound, as he had at the beginning, and murmurs "Dersu." Thus the film 
completes its cyclic structure. The grave and the marker will not last. 
They will be obliterated by the encroachments of civilization, so Kuro
sawa leaves them as they were, not in the present (1910) but still in the 
past. He never returns to the time frame of the prologue but ends with a 
close-up of the staff. The effect is of an attempt to escape time by remain
ing within the inner frame of the narrative. We never leave the space of 
Arseniev's nostalgic memories. They secure Dersu against the world that 
destroyed him. Condemned to live out the future, Arseniev can only look 
back and mourn what has been lost. He buried something of himself 
here, in this grave, as has Kurosawa. Dersu may be gone, but he was still 
the best man and the last hero. 

Kurosawa's cinema has passed from the eccentric dreams of the out
cast Rokuchan to the heroic isolation of Dersu, a passage that registers 
the rapid decline of its committed project. Dersu Uzala is a funeral ora
tion for that project, an attempt to transpose what were once historical 
and sociological grounds for commitment onto a mythological plane. 
The film's structure is simple and direct, without the dense formal com
plexity that distinguished the earlier fjJms. 1n its loose, episodic narra-
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tive, unlike that of Dodeskaden, isolation produces not madness but en
lightenment. Grace is achieved not in art but in nature. But this nature, 
and the myth of a life before the fall that it expresses, is ideological. 
Dersu Uzala embodies an idea of nature that in the West is familiar from 
the romantic tradition. Nature is transcendent, culture merely a dross 
upon it. But the romantics were in flight from industrial civilization, and 
their nature worship proved an ideological dead end. As a form of social 
protest, it was eminently cooptable. The same problem plagues the film. 
While Kurosawa has attempted to venerate the unspoiled wilderness 
and by implication to criticize social life, the conception of nature he 
employs is but a cultural category. Attempting to escape culture, he falls 
back into it. Dersu and his wilderness remain an aesthetic fiction, com
pelling but duplicitous. 

The film's allegory seeks to explain and justify Kurosawa's own social 
and aesthetic withdrawal, and Dersu's indifference to society may be 
viewed as a wish-fulfilling purgation of Kurosawa's tormented relation
ship with modern Japan and the film studios. (In this respect, it is worth 
noting the affinities between character and creator. Like Dersu, Kuro
sawa suffers from problems with his eyes, and the year of Dersu's obliter
ation, 1910 ,  is the year of Kurosawa's birth.) Dersu's forests, the terrain 
that shapes his morality, are antihistorical spaces, where time is nonlin
ear and the modern orientation to progress appears a form of foolish ig
norance. The film does not interrogate history or engage it but attempts 
to escape from it, because that history now contained not only the blight 
of urbanization in Japan29 and pollution, but also the legacy of a failed 
cinematic project and the contemporary misfortunes of screenplays re
jected and funding denied. Dersu Uzala spiritualizes what had been the 
materialist basis of Kurosawa's cinema. As the hero is removed from peo
ple and communities, the power of the hero as ethical example collapses. 
It is history, that old, relentless enemy, that destroys Dersu by invading 
his forests, and with the last of the Kurosawa heroes gone, the cinctures 
of time constrict with implacable force. This is what both Kagemusha 
and Ran study, the horrors of a world voided of humane conduct, where 
the coordinates of human affairs are defined by failure, treachery, vio
lence, and death. 

Like that of Dersu Uzala, the narrative of Kagemusha (1980) is pre
occupied with the threat of time and is charged with an allegorical di
mension. The film, a product of joint financing between Toho and 20th 
Century Fox, an arrangement initiated by the American directors George 
Lucas and Francis Ford Coppola, who were distressed at Kurosawa's in-
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5 2 .  Ku rosawa on locat ion for 
Kagemusha. (Museum of 
Modern Art/F i l m  Sti l l s  Arch ive) 

activity, returns Kurosawa to his own culture and the guise of the samu
rai fi lm. It had a troubled production and suffers from the loss of its 
original lead, star Shintaro Katsu, and his replacement after production 
had begun with Tatsuya Nakadai.30 Neither here nor in Ran is Nakadai 
able to bring the kind of commanding presence and emotional power 
that the films require and which Toshiro Mifune could have supplied. 
The result is a dramatic softness clinging to the central character of each 
fi lm. 

Kagemusha grew from Kurosawa's fascination with the Battle of 
Nagashino, in 1 5 75,  wherein the Takeda clan was wiped out by an army 
led by Oda Nobunaga and Tokugawa 1eyasu that used muskets to annihi
late the opposition. "1 grew very interested in the Battle of Nagashino, 
which remains a question mark in history. 0 one has satisfactorily ex
plained why all the taisho of the Takeda Clan should have died, while 
not one taisho of the Oda or Tokugawa Clans did."31 The Takeda army 
was renowned for attacking as rapidly as the wind, as silently as the 
forest, and as mercilessly as fire, these attributes symbolized by the char
acters on their banner. But the deployment of firearms on a massive scale 
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53. Ku rosawa with American directors Francis Ford Coppo la and George Lucas 
during product ion of Kagemusha . Lucas and Coppola were i nstru menta l in help
ing Ku rosawa make th is  fi l m .  (Museum of Modern Art/Fi lm Sti l l s  Archive) 

by Nobunaga demonstrated the eclipse of an era of hand-to-hand combat. 
the anachronistic status of swords and lances as weapons of war. The 
battle was striking for the scale and thoroughness of the slaughter. By 
contrast, samurai warfare in preceding centuries had been distinguished 
by loosely coordinated encounters of small groups that prevented de
struction on such a massive scale.32 With his sensitivity to the nuances 
of historical change. Kurosawa recognized this event as the augury of a 
new era. 

In the latter half of the sixteenth century, battles raged among power
ful warlords for control of the capital Kyoto. The film deals with the 
struggle among Takeda Shingen. Oda Nobunaga. and Tokugawa Ieyasu, 
the latter two in alliance against Shingen. Although the film ends with 
the destruction of the Takeda clan, in the events that followed Nobunaga 
managed to forge a brief reign over the nation until he died seven years 
after the Battle of Nagashino. Ieyasu ultimately solidified national con
trol, and his dynasty retained this power for two centuries, a period of 
lasting political stability. With the end of the Tokugawa era in the mid-
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nineteenth century, the country embarked on a path of modern indus
trial development. For Kurosawa, the Battle of Nagashino embodied a 
contest between the older cultural heritage and the currents of modern
ism and Westernization that would prove so decisive. The character of 
Nobunaga, in particular, fascinated him. "It is clear that Nobunaga was 
a genius, a much more 'modern' man than the average Japanese of that 
time. According to the missionaries, Nobunaga knew that the earth was 
round, and was well informed about the world situation. He was also an 
active importer of new objects and ideas from abroad. That was the sort 
of personality that defeated the Takeda Clan."33 

Kurosawa was motivated by a pedagogic purpose in making Kage
musha: to educate younger Japanese about the past and specifically to 
offer an answer to the puzzle of why Shingen's son led the clan to de
struction.34 If, however, this was the purpose, it is curious that Kurosawa 
chose to present the event as he does. If his desire was to speak with a 
contemporary audience, his affections in the film clearly belong to the 
past. Though Nobunaga commanded Kurosawa's interest and is used as 
a harbinger of the dawning modern age, the film is devoted to Shingen 
and the fate of his clan, which displaces the focus away from the coun
try's unification and eventual modernization in favor of an elegiac con
cern with what was lost, perhaps because the modern age has become a 
source of so much distress for Kurosawa. 

The tone of Kagemusha is distanced, almost cold, as Kurosawa ex
plores the destruction of the Takeda clan, a destruction that is presaged 
by the clan's attempt to escape the terrors of time, the foreclosure of its 
future that Shingen glimpses just before his death. The clan tries to es
cape this future by keeping Shingen alive through the impersonations of 
a double .  In examining this attempt, the film participates in the revision 
of Kurosawa's earlier work that the late films are collectively elaborating. 
The dialectic between self and society is extinguished, along with the 
prospects for human freedom. These had always been rooted in the au
tonomous personality, which Kurosawa had valorized over the interac
tionist self and the socio-economic environment, but this was an ideo
logical move of a deeply problematical nature. Kurosawa's construction 
of personality, which once embodied the optimism of the postwar years, 
collided with the institutional nature of political and economic power in 
the modern world. Buffeted by internal contradictions, troubled by inter
actionist l inkages to normative groups, divorced from the kind of genu
inely social perceptions that might renew it, Kurosawa's construction of 
personality steadily broke apart. Now, in its wake, Kagemusha projects 
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it as an empty form by elaborating a world in which illusion and image 
replace enlightenment and in which personality is hollowed out and 
becomes a role, to be performed with great artifice, as human will and 
free choice are crushed beneath the weight of destiny. 

During a siege of one of Ieyasu's castles, Shingen is shot by a Toku
gawa sniper. Before he dies, he issues a strange will. He requests that the 
generals of the clan keep his death a secret from their enemies as well as 
from their own men. His death must be concealed for three years, during 
which time the army must not move from its domain. If you move to 
attack, he warns with clairvoyant accuracy, the Takeda clan will be de
stroyed. The bulk of the film studies the efforts of the generals to honor 
this will .  They enlist the aid of a kagemusha, a double (Tatsuya Nakadai) ,  
to  impersonate the late lord and thereby perpetuate the power of  the 
clan.35 The double is, in reality, a petty thief who bears an uncanny re
semblance to Shingen. Kurosawa opens the film with their confronta
tion, which he films in a single long take. Nobukado, Shingen's brother 
who has been acting as a kagemusha, has rescued the thief from cruci
fixion and has brought him before the lord. Shingen is impressed by 
the resemblance but distressed that such a scoundrel, sentenced to exe
cution, should be his double. Hearing this, the thief laughs rudely and 
angrily points out that he has merely stolen a few coins, while Shingen 
has murdered hundreds and robbed whole domains. Who is wicked , 
he asks. 

In the first few minutes of the film, the critique of economic and polit
ical oppression that sustained and lifted Seven Samurai to greatness and 
which has characterized much of Kurosawa's earlier work seems to be 
reappearing after a long period of dormancy. The thief identifies the sav
agery of the warlords. Not only Shingen but Nobunaga and Ieyasu were 
able practitioners of slaughter. Beside such violence, the crimes of the 
thief are, indeed ,  insignificant. But the critique that is apparently devel
oping is deceptive. Shingen replies calmly that he agrees. He is wicked, 
he says, but he justifies this as necessary to gain control of the country. 
War is everywhere, and unless someone unifies the nation, there will be 
endless rivers of blood and mountains of dead. The thief is impressed by 
Shingen's composure. The lord tells Nobukado that the thief has spoken 
honestly and that he should  be trained as a kagemusha. Kurosawa in
tends that Shingen's personality, his discipline and directness, his abil
ity to see into the hearts of others, should be so impressive that they 
motivate the subsequent behavior of the thief and of the entire clan. The 
thief not only agrees to impersonate the lord. but he goes to his death for 
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him, as does the whole clan at Nagashino. Kurosawa explains it in these 
terms: 

I had to consider how this man could become so immersed in 
the character of Shingen that he would actually "become" him. 
I decided that it must be because of the strength of Shingen's 
own character. Then I reflected that the taisho who died in battle 
must also have been charmed or enchanted by Shingen. In effect, 
they committed suicide at Nagashino-they martyred them
selves for Shingen. They must have been in love with him, if you 
wil1.36 

The thief is drawn into the affairs of the clan, despite his initial unwill
ingness to act the role of the late lord. He comes to love Takemaru, Shin
gen's grandchild ,  and to admire, and be respected by, Nobukado. When 
he sees loyal retainers dying for him in battle, he recognizes his responsi
bility for the fortunes of the clan and comes to accept his role. During the 
battle of Nagashino, as he watches the slaughter of "his" clan, subservi
ence to codes of fealty compels him to pick up a lance and charge to his 
doom. What began as an accusation of barbarity against Shingen has de
veloped, instead, into a love affair for the lord. The film does not develop 
the critique but abandons it. Kurosawa is more interested in offering a 
melancholic meditation upon time as a process of dissolution and the 
world as a structure of illusion than in developing the kind of materialist 
inquiry into the medieval world that distinguished Seven Samurai. No
bunaga and Ieyasu remain peripheral characters in the film. Instead of 
showing the emergence of a nation, Kurosawa offers a vision of failure, 
the doom of the Takeda clan. Instead of the construction of durable polit
ical institutions that would last for centuries, he gives us the rivers of 
blood and the p iles of dead. 

As Shingen leaves the room after his first meeting with the thief, the 
soon-to-be kagemusha bows to the ground, but the lord has already gone. 
The thief bows before an empty presence, and Kurosawa ends the se
quence with this image, thus establishing the basic metaphor of the film, 
the tenacity with which Shingen's influence continues to shape the 
clan's fortunes even after his absence. The clan's attempt to preserve the 
impression of their lord's health for three years permits the film to ex
p lore the nature of images and illusions, which is its real subject. Ironi
cally , all the double need do is appear in public, at clan conferences or in 
battle ,  in order for the clan hierarchy to persist and the machinery to 
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keep running. Enemies and retainers alike are convinced by the double's 
appearance and expert mimicry. Even those who know remark on how 
Shingen seems to live through him. Image becomes reality or almost as 
good. The power of illusion to compel allegiance and to shape events is 
graphically illustrated in a battle sequence during which the double 
leads the clan to protect the rear of Katsuyori, who has attacked one of 
Ieyasu's castles. Nobukado tells the double that he mustn't move, that he 
must stay on the hilltop with his troops and banners where everyone can 
see him. Young Takeda samurai willingly die to protect the man they 
believe is their lord , and Ieyasu's forces, afraid of Shingen's martial 
prowess and convinced that the entire clan is camped there, make only 
halfhearted attempts to attack. They retreat, the castle falls, Katsuyori is 
the victor, but, most important, the charismatic power of Shingen is con
firmed along with the need for the impersonation to continue. 

On the one hand, the film seems to be implying that the institutions of 
regional daimyo rule have become emptied of meaning, perhaps in antic
ipation of the greater national unity that Nobunaga and Ieyasu will help 
usher in. They persist only through the complicity of the clan elite in 
maintaining a lie ,  and when the lie is exposed, when the impersonator is 
found out, the clan is destroyed. When the thief is deposed, Katsuyori 
assumes control and, in spite against his father, leads the clan out of its 
domain to attack Ieyasu at Nagashino. On the other hand, the portrait of 
the respect that grows between the thief and the Takeda generals is so 
tinged with a mutual camaraderie, and without the class animosity that 
would be expected under such conditions, that the destruction of the 
clan becomes an event the film mourns with great feeling. As the gener
als cross their lances for the last time before charging Nobunaga's guns, 
in full awareness that their day has ended, the tone of the film becomes 
positively dirge-like. Kagemusha invigorates the doomed clan and the 
institutions that sustain it with feeling, with respect, and with genuine 
sorrow at their passing. The reasons for this must be located in Kuro
sawa's repeated difficulties in placing heroic action within the modern 
world, but they are also to be understood in terms of the allegorical in
flections of the narrative. 

This narrative documents the skill of the thief in playing his role. 
More than once, he improvises a gesture or word to allay the suspicions 
of retainers or mistresses, and the improvisations, though spontaneous, 
are true to the spirit of Shingen. In the clan's allegiance to its figurehead, 
the film envisions a social community's devotion to a sequence of im
ages. Moreover, though the elite generals know the falsity of these im-
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ages, the people depend on them for their meaning and orientation. 
Thus, the film elaborates a metaphor for the cinema itself, which, like the 
kagemusha, dispenses images to a willing public that tacitly acknowl
edges their fictive nature while yet submitting to their power.37 The thief. 
like Kurosawa, is a master manipulator of these images. But eventually 
this character is exposed and expelled from the community, as Kurosawa 
has been from the Japanese film industry.38 What follows may be re
garded as a wish-fulfilling revenge fantasy affirming the social need for 
the artist. The clan, once it is deprived of the thief's imagery, disin
tegrates. Though false, these images were necessary to sustain the com
munity. Without them, it dies. By expelling the artist, it seals its doom. 
Kagemusha may thus be read as an allegorical work that endorses the 
necessity of illusion for the maintenance of the social fabric. The injunc
tion against "looking away," the moral and aesthetic imperative of direct 
confrontation as a means to truth, has been abandoned in the late films 
and their characters. The power the imposter comes to wield and the 
clan's embrace of his performance mock the sober vision extolled by pre
vious Kurosawa heroes. These meanings are implicit within the narra
tive and may account for the film's curious attachment to the Takeda 
clan and feeling of remorse at its end. Like Kurosawa within the contem
porary film industry, the thief does not cut his ties to the community. 
Though expelled, he hovers nearby, watching Shingen's official funeral 
and the final battle. He remains attached to those for whom he had 
performed. 

Despite these allegorical inflections, however, the film never really 
interrogates the status of images, the nature of their construction, or the 
apparent social need for them. The film is ironic, not analytic. The visual 
structure of the film is sedate in the manner of Kurosawa's late works. As 
a sign of this diminishing formal aggressiveness, wipes, once the favorite 
transitional device, may not be found in Kagemusha. Indeed, as a perva
sive feature of style, their presence is radically diminished in all the 
works after Red Beard . In Kagemusha, Kurosawa keeps cutting to a min
imum and concentrates on creating pictorial effects within the frame. 
Composition stresses balance and a centering of the human figure rather 
than fragmentation and asymmetry. Montage, as in the other late films, is 
greatly restricted, appearing only as a means of constructing set-pieces: 
the ice storm in Dersu Uzala, the Battle of Nagashino in Kagemusha, the 
massacre of Hidetora's retainers in Ran. Once the organizing principle of 
Kurosawa's form, disjunctive cutting now makes only brief appearances 
that disturb the otherwise placid surface of the films. In Kagemusha, the 
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spatial fields are quite stable, preserved through the freezing of charac
ters into tableau-like arrangements, a restriction of camera movement, 
and the limiting of cutting to a functional, not a directive, role. Disloca
tions occur in the story, not in the images. Important events are withheld 
from view so that a series of ellipses punctuates the narrative. The cru
cial shooting of Shingen is never witnessed. It occurs off-screen. Only 
the report of the rifle is heard. Similarly, Katsuyori's burning and sacking 
of Takatenjin castle is elided, as is, with especial brilliance, the actual 
massacre of the Takeda clan by Nobunaga's musketeers. That event is 
relayed through the horrified reactions of the witnesses, and only its af
termath is visible in an epic montage of bloodied men and stunned 
horses struggling to rise.39 

In this world of illusions, one can never be sure of one's senses, and 
this insecurity finds its structural equivalent in the narrative ellipses 
rather than in the actual imagery, whose epistemological status is never 
ambiguous. By contrast, the opening and closing sequences of a film like 
Citizen Kane establish a temporal and spatial structure that is highly 
suspect, incarnating the problems of personality, point of view, and ob
servation at the formal level of the image. Similar issues animate Kage
musha but not this stylistic self-interrogation. The ellipses create doubt 
about the status of events, but by themselves they provide an insufficient 
grounding for the film's discourse about artifice and imagery. As in Ra
shaman, these issues are described by the events of the narrative rather 
than by the structure of the imagery. Kurosawa's dramatic interests have 
again pushed him to the boundary defining his intuitive , nonintellectu
alized cinema. To go beyond this , the film would have had to admit a 
self-reflexive dimension foreign to Kurosawa's work (except in Ikiru and 
yajimba) .  To fulfill these interests, Kurosawa needed to transgress this 
boundary but did not. The result is a work whose forms cannot ade
quately express its content. The material is full of potential that has not 
been realized. 

The work does, however, announce a new direction for Kurosawa's 
cinema, which has been prepared by the renunciations of the modern 
world in Dadeskaden and Dersu Uzala. Kagemusha transforms the 
master-pupil relationship in a way that clearly reveals the corrosive pes
simism that has sundered these more recent works from those that pre
ceded. The scenarios in which an older and more experienced character 
ushered a novice into the secrets of responsible living offered a formal 
embodiment of the larger ethical project of Kurosawa's cinema, provid
ing a model for the generation and transmission of reformist codes of 
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54. Charismatic c lan leader or shadow warrior? The se l f  as an epistemologica l 
and socia l  problem i n  Kagemusha. (Museum of Modern Art/F i l m  Sti l l s  Archive) 

behavior. The task of social reform was placed in the hands of individu
als l ike Kambei and Niide, as personal ity came to displace environment. 
But this i deological dominance of the psyche and of free choice over 
socio-economic circumstance was a willed achievement, sustained only 
by Kurosawa's own allegiance to the value of the self over the social 
order, and it could not and did not last. The late films trace a new ar
rangement of power between psyche and environment, a new configura
tion between self and society. Where once the i ndividual coul d  grasp 
events tightly and demand that they conform to his or her impulses. now 
the self is but the epiphenomenon of a ruthless and bloody temporal 
process, ground to dust beneath the weight and force of history. Dersu 
Uzolo recorded the failure of the master-pupil relationship, and Ko
gemusha goes even further by revising the very terms of the model .  
Whereas before, the relationship created humane spaces i n  distinction to 
a corrupted social order-Sanada and i ide's clinic, the village de
fended by the seven samurai-now the relationship works to sustain out
moded institutions even as they are inexorably crumbling. The lie is sub-
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stituted for enlightenment. As the thief sees Shingen's burial in Lake 
Suwa, he is overcome by a conviction that he owes the late lord a pro
found allegiance that, far from meaningless, has become even more com
pelling in death. The thief begs the generals to employ him. He walks 
into the lake toward the spot where Shingen is buried and says he wants 
to be of use to him. The relationship has become spectral and is gener
ated from beyond the grave with the master maintaining a ghostly pres
ence. Its end is death, not the renewal of commitment to the living that 
typified its outcome in earlier films. A clan general said earlier that they 
needed a double who would be willing to die for the clan, and this the 
thief proves himself capable of doing, making the supreme sacrifice as he 
charges across the field of corpses. 

Inverting the ethical design of the earlier films, Kagemusha offers a 
discourse on the necessity of denying the self. This denial is qualita
tively different from the recognition of the supremacy of group alle
giances in Seven Samurai .  That recognition did not preclude the de
velopment of outstanding individual heroes like Kambei or Kyllzo. 
Integrated within the group, they still remained men of superior skill and 
distinction. Kagemusha's vision, however, is radically different. Nobu
kado, who had played the double before, tells the thief that he often 
wanted to be free and truly himself but that now he thinks this was self
ish. The shadow of a man can never desert that man, he says. He was his 
brother's shadow, and now that Shingen is gone, he feels he is nothing. 
As the thief leaves his mistresses, his shadow looms across the ceiling, 
making clear that the double is bound forever to the original lord. The 
master-pupil relationship has been emptied of meaning. It now exists to 
celebrate the extinction of self and to point its adherents toward obliv
ion, toward a heroic death in service to clan and domain. The clan ac
cedes in its own suicide in order to maintain its house. The foundering 
of Kurosawa's cinematic project becomes translated into the narrative 
structure of the film. 

Kagemusha thus becomes a meditation upon the inevitability of death 
and disintegration. That the film deals with well-known historical 
events gives the narrative a deterministic cast. We know that no matter 
what the Takeda clan does, it will be wiped out at Nagashino. All the 
images of the clan warriors on the march, filmed against the horizon or 
on empty plains so that the images take on an abstract appearance ,  de
scribe a movement toward oblivion. The howling winds that surround 
Katsuyori and Nobukado as they watch their generals ride to doom dis
place these characters from the stage of earthly affairs. As the thief runs 
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toward the muskets and is shot, Kurosawa cuts to an image of Katsuyori 's 
empty seat, wind and dust swirling around it .  In historical reality, 
Katsuyori survived Nagashino and was not killed in battle until later, but 
Kurosawa is working on a metaphorical scale. Nagashino was the bad 
karma of the Takeda clan and represented the crushing of its free will, the 
foreclosure of its ability to choose. 

The attempt to sustain Shingen's life through the double reveals the 
duplicity of the ego, its status as illusion, as a phantom or a shadow 
warrior. "One might compare the ego to a cloud of fireflies in the night. 
What is it in reality? A gathering of fireflies. As a distinct being it does 
not exist. Yet one might mistake it for a distinct creature, fantastic and 
luminous, which lives, extends or contracts itself, and floats against the 
black sky . . . .  The ego is merely an illusion."40 The self can no longer 
ground the project of a committed cinema. Individuality is replaced by 
self-denial, but this is not the denial requisite for enlightenment. Rather 
it is preparatory for life as a shadow. This is why there is no possibility 
for the kind of heroism observed in the earlier films. Heroism, like the 
ego, is merely a false gestalt, like a cloud of fireflies against a black sky. 
The thief fails as a double, and the martial prowess of the Takeda clan is 
overwhelmed by Nobunaga's guns. In Kurosawa's films of the immediate 
postwar years, the cataclysm of World War II was seen as an interval, a 
terribly wrenching event, but one bounded by the hope for recovery and 
the possibility of a different future. By contrast, time is now cataclysmic 
in essence. The national unification that Nobunaga and Ieyasu would 
achieve lies outside the focus of the film, which describes instead a 
course of failure, death, and disintegration. Commitment to this world, 
whether of the artist who hopes to remake society and history or of the 
generals who hope to perpetuate their clan, yields only disappointment 
and disaster, a legacy of pain and failure. Kagemusha is able to soften 
this bitterness with a melancholy and regret that signify Kurosawa's re
sidual attachment to his material . But in Ran, only bitterness remains, 
presaging the onset of a night without gods, heroes, or artists. 

The intensification of this bitterness is a product of the culmination 
of many factors, among them the changes in the Japanese film industry 
that were discussed in Chapter 1 .  But we are now in a position to see 
this deepening pessimism as a result of the internal development of the 
films themselves in relation to their culture. In the ashes of war, when 
Kurosawa embarked upon the project of developing a socially engaged 
cinema that would have the autonomous self as its formal and ethical 
center, certain contradictions. aesthetic and cultural tensions, neces
sarily arose. The culture made little room for the kind of self that Kuro-
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sawa believed was necessary for national recovery. In the modern state, 
the corporations and governmental bureaucracies, the educational sys
tem, patterns of family life, all offered sets of hierarchies in which 
the individual was expected to find his or her place. Norms of behavior 
continued to be derived from important social groupings, and as the 
partnership between capital and the state deepened, the democratic 
opening to the autonomous and rational self promised by the reforms of 
the postwar years seemed to be increasingly in doubt. As noted earlier, 
the logic of Kurosawa's narratives and images seems to decry the "re
verse course" of the Occupation-induced reforms. This is what films like 
Record of a Living Being and The Bad Sleep Well protest, the foreclosure 
of popular participation in decisions of state and economy by a small 
managerial elite. Yet this apparent foreclosure did not have to mean the 
end of topically engaged filmmaking. Even with the long political domi
nance of the Liberal Democratic Party and the exclusion from power of 
opposition parties, a lively tradition of public dissent continued. Citizen 
protest-focused on pollution, the U.S.  military presence, the Vietnam 
war, and other issues-turned to "extra-institutional" channels. In their 
analysis of the prolonged,  intense protests surrounding construction of 
the Narita airport, Apter and Sawa suggest that these channels are a func
tion of the exclusion of oppositional political voices from the centers of 
power. 

[TJhe lack of effective local government and the powerlessness 
of opposition parties in the face of the LOP'S long dominance are 
two factors that help to explain why extra-institutional protest 
in Japan has been so bitter and violent for such a long time . . . .  
Even today, and especially in the ranks of the civil service, there 
is a distrust of opposition of all kinds . 

. . . Where party opposition is so ineffective, offended public 
opinion is more likely to resort to direct political means.41 

In his work, Kurosawa could certainly have celebrated these forms of 
rebellion, these "direct political means." He could have tied his work to 
the tides of contemporary political activism unfolding around him, as 
did many of the New Wave directors. That might have renewed it. But 
the necessarily collective and social nature of political activity excluded 
the kind of contentious, critical individual in which Kurosawa believed. 
Kurosawa was an artist of crisis , and as the moment of historical rupture 
that gave form to his work subsided, as traditional social groupings 
reconstituted themselves in newly contemporary forms, the cultural 
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ground on which his work had been built began to shift. It was like trying 
to rebuild after an earthquake only to find the structures you had erected 
skewed and deformed by yet another seismic shift. Kurosawa's works 
had always been marked by an extraordinary degree of internal . formal 
tension, but in the later 1950s this strife increased until their design split 
wide open and the only way of reconstituting an aesthetic strategy lay in 
a return to stasis,  to visual rigidities and compositional hierarchies. to 
stiff formalized groupings that introjected within the frame the coordi
nates of an ultimately triumphant social arena. The substitution in the 
late films of the long take and static groupings of characters for montage 
and a fluid camera typified this final displacement of style and an at
tempt to realign form with culture that implicitly acknowledged the out
come of the earlier experiment. 

It is in this context that Ran (1985) should be understood in all its 
fierce bitterness. Like Kagemusha, it, too, was an international copro
duction, the result of foreign financing, this time from France, permitting 
Kurosawa to work yet once again. It is a film Kurosawa had long wanted 
to make but was not sure he ever would, given the reluctance of Japanese 
studios to finance so expensive a production. The film is loosely mod
eled on Shakespeare's King Lear and was inspired by Kurosawa's re
searches on medieval Japanese history. He became fascinated by a war
lord reputed to have had three excellent sons and wondered what would 
have happened if the three had been, instead, bad. What happens is the 
destruction of their clan and domain, much as in Kagemusha. Ran , the 
title meaning "chaos," is a relentless chronicle of base lust for power. 
betrayal of the father by his sons, and pervasive wars and murders that 
destroy all the main characters. 

The action and images of Ran bespeak the resurgent darkness of Kuro
sawa's contemporary outlook. "If you look at the situation of the world 
around you, I think it's impossible in this day and age to be optimistic," 
he has observed.42 "All the technological progress of these last years has 
only taught human beings how to kill more of each other faster. It's very 
difficult for me to retain a sanguine outlook on life under such circum
stances."43 In Ran Kurosawa studies this technological. and social, am
plification of violence. Once again, he uses the period of the Sengoku 
Jidai to construct a historical metaphor. The civil wars, the political in
stability, and the endemic patterns of ambition and betrayal that typified 
that period are used to offer a commentary on what Kurosawa now per
ceives as the timelessness of human impulses toward violence and se1£
destruction. " [S]ome of the essential scenes of this film are based on my 
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wondering how God and Buddha, if they actually exist, perceive this 
human life, this mankind stuck in the same absurd behavior patterns."44 
Unlike in the earlier work, human choice is now foreclosed, behavior 
predestined, and the descent into chaos a certainty. 

As the film opens, the aging warrior Ichimonji Hidetora (Tatsuya 
Nakadai) ,  celebrating a successful boar hunt, cedes control of his clan 
and most important castle to his eldest son. As he tells the assembled 
guests, his life has been one of fighting, the lands he governs wrested 
with much bloodshed from other warlords. The endless rounds of war 
must be abolished, he proclaims. Thus, he will retain only the title of 
Great Lord and a thirty-warrior retinue while passing the reins of power 
to a younger generation in the hopes that it will do better. His eldest son, 
Taro , will now be head of the clan, Jiro and Saburo, the other sons, retain
ing control of several secondary castles and committed to aiding Taro in 
times of trouble. Hidetora intends for his kingdom to be united, with the 
three sons standing together, preserving the house of Ichimonji .  

But none of this comes to pass. Instead of a new era of peace and coop
eration among the regional warlords, Hidetora's retirement precipitates 
a ruthless quest for ultimate power between Taro and Jiro. Saburo, the 
only son who truly cares for his father, is banished by Hidetora for minor 
offenses. The old man, however, soon learns his folly , as Taro strips him 
of the clan's insignia and banishes him from the domain and as Jiro 's 
forces murder Taro and defeat his armies in battle. Jiro then assumes 
control of the clan, takes Lady Kaede, Taro's wife, for his own, and dedi
cates himself to finding and killing Saburo. Lady Kaede, in turn, helps 
engineer the downfall of the Ichimonjis by manipulating Jiro into an ill
considered confrontation with other warlords, leading to his death and 
the fall of their castle. Lady Kaede, it transpires, is fulfilling her own plan 
of vengeance. Her family was killed by Hidetora following her marriage 
to Taro, and now she seeks the utter destruction of Hidetora's clan. The 
internecine struggles and diabolical betrayals are multilayered, and the 
only certainty within the logic of the film is the expectation of suffering 
and bloodshed. 

Sensing the chaos that Hidetora's retirement will unleash, Saburo tells 
his father that his plan of unification is folly and absurdity, pointing out 
that the three sons are all children of the age, schooled in violence and 
power-seeking. As such, how does he expect them to honor loyalty and 
live in peace? Hidetora interprets these words as an implicit threat 
against himself and the other sons and banishes Saburo. This speech, 
and the subsequent events it prophesies, i l lustrates the power that Kuro-
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5 5 .  The vengeance of Kaede (Mieko Harada) precip i tates the downfal l  of the 
Ic h i monji c lan in Ran .  (Museum of Modern Art/F i lm Sti l l s  Archive) 

sawa now accords to karma and the environment. The self can no longer 
transcend its age. Hidetora and his sons, no matter their intentions, are 
doomed to enact scenarios of betrayal, vengeance, and murder in their 
quest for power. You should know this better than anyone, Saburo tells 
his father, because you spilled oceans of blood. 

H idetora, indeed, is condemned throughout the film as a bloodthirsty 
monster and in this respect is quite different from Shakespeare's Lear, 
who at his worst was simply a fool ,  a man " more sinned against than 
sinning." Hidetora, by contrast, is  continually haunted by his own acts 
of violence that rise up about him like phantoms. After a monumentally 
bloody battle in which Jiro attacks Taro's forces and, in the process, de
stroys Hidetora 's retainers, the old man flees the carnage, rushing out 
into a storm, much as Lear had done. On the grassy plain, he hallucinates 
a ghostly army of his victims, rising up to surround and condemn him. 
His own acts, l ike bad karma, return to destroy him in  the form of Lady 
Kaede, whose machinations are largely responsible for the fal l  of the Ic
himonjis. Moreover, ] iro's first wife, S ue, is also a victim of H idetora. He 
ki lled her family and burned her castle in a previous campaign and, 
rather than putting her brother to the sword, gouged out his eyes. Sue 
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gives her brother an image of Amida Buddha to soothe his suffering, and 
he tries to pray but with no effect. Tsurumaru, in some ways, represents 
the most explicit condemnation of Hidetora's own behavior because of 
the alteration of the Shakespearean source material on which his charac
ter is based. In Shakespeare 's play, it was Lear's enemies who put out the 
eyes of Gloucester, Lear's friend, but Kurosawa has Hidetora, the Lear 
figure, commit the atrocity. Hidetora confronts this horror when, seeking 
shelter from the storm, he finds refuge in the dwelling of a blind man, 
who turns out to be Tsurumaru. Thrown into a frenzy by Tsurumaru's  
quiet suffering, Hidetora stumbles back out into the storm. 

Rather than the spectacle of undeserved suffering that Shakespeare 
offered , Kurosawa presents, as in Throne of Blood , a world of bleak land
scapes and repetitive violence, from which no one escapes condemna
tion. The characters are villains all, or else are victims, like Sue and Sa
buro, both of whom are killed by ]iro's henchmen. Kurosawa's view of 
the human character is at its bleakest and most unsparing, and history 
has given way to a perception of life as a wheel of endless suffering, ever 
turning, ever repeating. Throughout the film, characters continually re
mark about being in hell. A dying warrior, stuck through with arrows like 
Washizu, announcing ]iro's betrayal to Hidetora, proclaims that he is 
truly in hell. Hidetora, wandering the plains a madman, sees Sue and 
Tsurumaru atop the ruins of a castle he had burned and hallucinates that 
he is in hell. At the end, Hidetora's foo!

' 
crying over his and Saburo's  

lifeless bodies, rages to  the gods about their pitilessness in crushing 
human beings like ants. 

The constant reference to hell is explicitly visualized in the film's 
finest sequence , a montage of overpowering intensity that depicts the 
massacre of Taro 's and Hidetora's forces by ]iro's samurai. Much of the 
sequence is silent, with only a dirge-like musical accompaniment inten
sifying images of incredible violence. As the armies mass and rush to 
battle, dispassionate long shots offer images of the sun blotted out by 
rolling dark clouds, a samurai holding his severed arm and laughing de
monically, another reeling with an arrow through his eye, masses of 
muskets sparking like fireflies, rivers of blood gushing down the castle 
walls,  samurai riddled with arrows like porcupines , and quivers of 
flames dancing over mountains of corpses. The images accumulate in 
intensity, piling horror upon horror, and Kurosawa structures them in 
terms of a flow of movement and compositional energy as in the old 
Kamakura-era narrative scrolls.45 But this is to be a scroll of hell. As 
Kurosawa has described it in his screenplay: 
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Hidetora, his strength drained from his body, slips and tum
bles down the stairs like a dead man falling into Hell. 

A terrible scroll of Hell is shown depicting the fall of the cas
tle. There are no real sounds as the scroll unfolds like a daytime 
nightmare. It is a scene of human evildoing, the way of the de
monic Ashura, as seen by a Buddha in tears. 

The music superimposed on these pictures is,  like the Bud
dha's heart, measured in beats of profound anguish, the chant
ing of a melody ful l  of sorrow that begins like sobbing and rises 
gradually as it is repeated, l ike karmic cycles, then finally 
sounds like the wailing of countless Buddhas.'6 

This powerful sequence is among the finest that Kurosawa has created. 
The images have a ferocity, a dynamic rhythm, and a compositional rich
ness that nothing else in the film attains. Ironically, Kurosawa musters 
his greatest energy for the bleakest and most unsparing section of the 
film. His cinematic gifts are fully engaged only here, in offering an ex
pression of pure despair. Kurosawa has found hell to be both the inevita
ble outcome of human behavior and the appropriate visualization of his 
own bitterness and disappointment. This sequence is the visual center
piece of the film, as well as being the pivot around which the narrative 
turns. In the world that Ran conjurs, as well as in the film's own formal 
structure, the vision of hell is a logical necessity. In a world condemned. 
where action is destruction. where efforts of choice and will produce 
only pain and suffering, hell offers the energies of damnation. Motion is 
no longer the signifier of enlightenment. It now yields extinction. 

The reductive visions of Ran offer a negative inversion of the terms by 
which the early films sought to grasp and change the world. Free choice, 
once the measure of heroism and the means of freeing onself from the 
demands of the environment, has become severely restricted and. when 
exercised, perverted. After Jiro's army destroys Taro 's forces and Hide
tara's retainers, the castle is torched. Hidetora goes insane and wanders 
past the ranks of ]iro's samurai, who silently watch this spectral figure 
drift by. Jiro weakens in a moment of filial regard and starts toward his 
father, but one of his generals restrains him, reminding him that he chose 
this path toward absolute rulership and must not falter. Surrounded by 
flame and bodies, Jiro lets his father go. His choice has committed him to 
a path of evil ,  from which he is not permitted to diverge. 

In a final metamorphosis , human character now admits a newly essen
tial element, which has previously been attributed to the effects of a bad 
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environment. Yusa, the kidnapper in High and Low, Matsunaga, all were 
regarded as having been warped, their highest impulses deflected, by 
social dislocations, economic collapse. or diseased. sump-ridden sur
roundings. Deliverance lay in making the right choices. as Murakami 
did, in possessing the strength of self necessary to triumph over blighted 
surroundings. As we have seen. however, Kurosawa's analysis lacked an 
energizing category other than the self. which. left in isolation by this 
lack, finally collapsed. A resurgent pessimism in the late works rushed 
in to fill the void and reconstituted human character as a structure of evil 
and life as a transient and predestined dance of darkness. Jiro now can 
embark only on a life of predation, as had Hidetora before him, letting 
blood run like a river and piling corpses to the sky. as Washizu in Throne 
of Blood had been advised to do. Nevertheless, the chorus in Throne of 
Blood spoke the film's moral perspective and created a frame around the 
bloody deeds of the characters. In Ran. this dialectic is absent. The frame 
is burst. Hell is everywhere. 

Evil is now the category by which to understand human behavior. In 
the space of a vanished social and cultural analysis. metaphysics has 
appeared. What was once a materialist cinema and program of reform has 
become instead a transcendental lament. This is why the analysis of 
space. achieved through a montage aesthetic, and the cultural investiga
tion that underlay it, became transformed into a strategy of withdrawal 
via the long take and the long shot. Cultural and historical spaces had 
become hostile to Kurosawa's investigation, and the camera withdrew. 
In its absence, montage. and the spatial analysis it proposed, became 
demonic and suited to images of violence and death, as in the climax of 
Kagemusha and the centerpiece of Ran. As if in acknowledgment of its 
materialist, Eisensteinian roots. montage as a formal structure proved 
incompatible with Kurosawa's growing metaphysical interests. The 
problems to be addressed, Kurosawa now believes, are spiritual ones. 
The once-compelling issues of political and social reform have been re
vealed as illusory. like the gestalt producing a cloud of fireflies on a 
moonlit night. The man whose films once proclaimed that willpower 
could cure all human ailments now professes that the world is impervi
ous to reform and the artist shackled in his or her ability to compel such 
change. "I believe that the world would not change even if I made a 
direct statement: do this and do that. Moreover. the world will not 
change unless we steadily change human nature itself and our very way 
of thinking. We have to exorcise the essential evil in human nature, 
rather than presenting concrete solutions to problems or directly depict-
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ing social problems."47 Kurosawa adds that he did not think in these 
terms when he was young and that is why he could make such films 
then. "I have realized,  however, that it does not work. The world would 
not change."48 

The contrast with the earlier conception of the hero could not be more 
striking. Yet what appears as so sharp an antinomy has, in fact, been 
continually unfolding, a progression through contradiction, both within 
the forms and in their relation to an evolving culture. If Ran represents 
the end of this development, its conclusions are cheerless indeed. In the 
final shots, the bodies of Hidetora and Saburo are being carried across a 
twilit p lain, with a ruined castle and a setting sun in the background. 
Standing on the wall of this castle, etched against the horizon, Tsuru
maru advances toward the edge of the precipice, feeling his way with a 
cane. Suddenly, he loses his balance and drops the image of Buddha he 
has faithfully carried. Kurosawa then cuts to an extreme long shot to offer 
the final image: a blind man at the edge of a precipice, bereft of his god ,  
alone in a darkening world. 

In its power and bleakness, its discourse on isolation and defeat. this 
last image becomes a metaphor for the present position of Kurosawa's 
cinema, especially when measured in relation to the social commitment 
that was its originating force. An enormous distance separates San shiro 
Sugata and Ran-one announces with exuberance an explosive cine
matic talent on the verge of finding a sustaining social vision, the other 
reveals the exhaustion and repudiation of that vision. Now, in his most 
recent film, Dreams, Kurosawa has returned to the dreamworld and the 
imperatives of fantasy. It is difficult to see where his work can go from 
here. A return to the heroic tradition and the social commitment that 
underlay it seems unlikely, in part because Kurosawa is now advanced 
in years and the personal and cultural transformations that have tran
spired have taken his work far from the spirit of Sanada, Niide, Mu
rakami , and the other heroes. Their quests are abandoned, their lineage 
has come to its end. 

Even though Kurosawa has left this tradition far behind, however, it 
remains the most powerful voice of his cinema. His best work speaks 
from this tradition, and indeed the heroes continue to live in the images 
he has left with us. We may still take a stand with Kambei in the cold rain 
on the morning of that final battle or heed Niide's call never to look away. 
The images remain. Kurosawa's initial commitment to use film to visual
ize the myriad intersections of self, culture, and history, to document 
through visual form the contradictions inherent within postwar national 
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reform and recovery, has left a profoundly articulate body of work. The 
vicissitudes that beset that work between SanshirD Sugata and Ran illu
minate the multiple determinants operating upon the films, primarily 
the logic inhering within Kurosawa's chosen forms and the ways he de
ployed them, and the relationship of those forms with the cultural his
tory they attempted to visualize. Complicating this mix of formal and 
social tensions, of course, was Kurosawa's own ambivalent commitment 
to modernism, whether in art or in politics. 

The highly charged texture of the films speaks to the intensity of these 
tensions, and one measure of the importance of the work is certainly this 
cinematic richness. Moreover, Kurosawa's work is also singularly impor
tant for understanding the political use of film. Within its design may be 
found a distinctive model of political filmmaking. The commitment to a 
modernistic, and now postmodern, formally self-conscious, frequently 
Brechtian, mode of cinema has been an extremely powerful tradition for 
political filmmakers. While Kurosawa's work is certainly inclined in this 
direction, as we have noted before, it is not marked by consistent formal 
self-consciousness. Yet his ability to visualize within the texture of the 
films the shape and structure of the social field-and to couple this with 
an almost missionary use of the cinema-should be seen as an extraordi
nary accomplishment. It is not Brechtian or modernist. Yet it is not with
out its own dialectical self-awareness. Moreover, Kurosawa has been 
committed to speaking with a large audience, to reaching "al l  the peo
ple." If his desire to address a popular audience has acted as a kind of 
check on the degree to which he has been willing to radicalize his forms, 
this desire to be heard is at the same time a measure of the urgency with 
which he has used the cinema. 

The dynamic visual complexities of Kurosawa's films reveal the per
ceptions of a filmmaker extraordinarily sensitive to the social and histor
ical tensions of his time. This, in fact, is their legacy. They remind us of 
the complex unities of consciousness and culture, visual form and the 
social moment. 
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San shiro Sugata ( 1943) 

The Most Beautiful ( 1944) 

Sanshiro Sugata, Part II ( 1945) 

They Who Tread on the Tiger's Tail (1945) 

No Regrets for Our Youth (1946) 

One Wonderful Sunday (1947) 

Drunken Angel ( 1948) 

The Quiet Duel ( 1949) 

Stray Dog (1949) 

Scandal (1950) 

Rashomon (1950) 

The Idiot ( 1951)  

Ikiru (1952) 

Seven Samurai (1954) 

Record of a Living Being (1955) 

Throne of Blood (1957)  

The Lower Depths (1957) 

The Hidden Fortress (1958) 

The Bad Sleep Well  ( 1960) 

Yojimbo ( 1961)  

Sanjuro ( 1962) 

High and Low (1963) 

Red Beard (1965) 

Dodeskaden ( 1970) 

Dersu Uzala (1975) 

Kagemusha ( 1980) 

Ran (1985) 

Dreams (1990) 
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The Warrior's Camera 

The Cinema of Akira Kurosawa 

S T E P H E N  P R I N C E  

"Th i s  i s  a long-await d book that marks the needed next step in Ku rosawa cri ti

cism. Prince demonstrates in c l ear, commi tted language the u n i q ue styl i stic fea

tures of thi mast r fi l m maker and shows how th is  complex fi l m  sty l is put to 

the s rvice of a pol i t ica l ly, social ly,  and mora l ly com m itt d content." 

-David Desser, University or Illinois 

With a career stretch i ng from the chaos of war-torn Japan to the current power 

and prosperity of hi country, the great Japanese fi l m  d i rector Akira Kurosawa 

has b n i nt rnat iona l ly acc la imed as a giant of world ci nema . Rashomon 

help d ign i te Western interest in t he Japa nese c i n  ma, and Seven Samurai and 

Yojimb6 rema i n  enormously popular both in Japan and abroad. Prov iding a new 

and comprehensive look at this master fi l m maker, The Warrior's Camera probes 

the complex visua l structure of Kurosawa's work. The book shows how Kuro

sawa attempted to symbolize on fi l m  a course of national development for post

war Japa n ,  and it traces the ways that he tied his  soc ia l  v isions to a dynamic 

system of v i sual and narrative forms. The author a nalyze Kurosawa' s  entire ca

reer and p l aces the f i lms in context by d raw i ng on the d i rector's autob iography

a fasc i nat ing work that presents Ku rosawa as a Ku rosawa character and the story 

of h is  l i fe as the k i nd of spi ritual odyssey wi tnessed so often i n  h i s  f i lms.  

After exam i n i ng the development of Ku rosawa's vi ual style i n  h is early work, 

The Warrior's Camera expla i ns how he u ed th is  style in subsequent fi lms to 

forge a po l it ica l l y  committed model  of fi l m making .  It then demonstrates how the 

col l aps of  Kuro awa's efforts to part ic ipate as a f i l mmaker in the tasks of socia l 

reconstruction led to the very d i fferent ci nematic style evident in h is  most recent 

f i l ms, works of pessi m i sm that view the world as re istant to cha n ge .  

"Prince i s  very ins ightfu l i n  analyz i n g  a n d  interpreting Kurosawa's work. F o r  ex

ample, his comparison of Western and sam u rai f i lms is pa rticularly well done. 

The book is in tune w i th the con temporary theoretical concerns i n  scholarship.  

I t  i s  the fi rst writ ing r fl ct i ng contemporary methodologies and at the same t ime 

covering a l l  of Kurosawa's c a reer." 

-Kyoko Hirano, Director, Japan Film Center, Japan Society 
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