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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 [Sunjuro,
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 1970s 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."! 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.' 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."
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.' 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 Ikiru 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.:" 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 Iilms.:" 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."
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 [i.e., 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



·I N T ROD U C T ION XIX

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 1begins 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. Sanshiro 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-
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faces in t~e films he adapted from literature, and this chapter accord-
ingly seeks to understand how the literary 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," 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, Yojimbo, 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 1970, 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." 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 formal 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.
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1 Viewing Kurosawa

Without knowing

the unchanging,

the foundation

cannot be built,

and without

knowing the

changing,

style cannot

be renewed.

-Bash6'

In the late 1960s, 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 Art/Film Stills 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-
sibility']. (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.")

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, 95
percent of all households were tuned to the new medium." As 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 1,127 million to under 200 million after
1975.6

Television also affected film content as the Japanese audience came to
be divided into distinct groups of television viewers and cinema view-
ers." 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.6 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 1960s. 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! Tara!. Kurosawa claims to have quit the production, but
other accounts suggest that he was fired because of a perfectionism some
thought bordered on insanity." Dodeskaden (1970) was his response to
the collapse of the Japanese industry and of his own reputation. "Imade
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 28 days.'?"
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 1980, and Ran not
until 1985, and both only as a result of financing obtained through inter-
national co-production.
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Kurosawa has not been silent through these vicissitudes. He accuses
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 film
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 1960s 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."12 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." 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, cast his criticisms of Kurosawa in terms of an explicit
generational revolt: "My generation has reacted against the simplistic
humanism of Kurosawa in, for example, Hnshomon, 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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Shuji 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.':"

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 Hnshomon, 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



8 CHAPTER

their era: authors functioning as codes legitimizing the seriousness of
film and its identity, 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 1950s 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."

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.'?"

When Kurosawa's moment of despair came 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 1940s and early 1950s, 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/a 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."
Hnshomon's exhibition at the Venice Film Festival in 1951 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 1960s 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.?"

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.?" 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
humanlty.l''" Similarly, Vernon Young felt that, in his films, Kurosawa
"restores to man the quality which individualizes him.":" Norman Sil-
verstein observed Kurosawa's "Dostoevskian faith in man.":" David
Robinson wrote of "the essential human quality and human optimism"
of Dodesknden." For Akira Iwasaki, Kurosawa is "a humanist at heart.":"
Audie Bock noted that Kurosawa may "be counted among the postwar
hurnanists.Y" Keiko McDonald referred to Red Beard as "the most hu-
manistic" of Kurosawa's films." Donald Richie observed that in Red
Beard Kurosawa "had vindicated his humanism and his cornpassion.v"

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." For Babbitt, humanists "aim at proportionateness through a culti-
vation of the law of measure.?" Similarly, Norman Foerster considered
restraint and self-control central to a humanist outlook."

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." Richie has made a similar point, noting that "the Kuro-
sawa hero is distinguished by his perseverance, by his refusal to be de-
feated.":" 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.":" The films "are dramas of violent emotions,
their traumatic effect heightened still further by exaggeration, emphasis,
and extremes.":" 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.'?" 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." It is, therefore, perhaps better to speak of



12 CHAPTER

2. Kurosawa on location during the filming of Seven Samurai. Ko Kimura, as
Katsushiro, is on the left. (Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive)

a humanist impulse within the films, but one that is constrained by the
ambiguities of a commitment to heroic narratives. (In his latest films,
Kurosawa has moved away from a reliance on heroes, but he has become
deeply pessimistic about any notion of human perfectibility.) 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."

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 scholars have dis-
cerned stylistic similarities between his work and a range of Hollywood
directors. While these have included George Stevens and Howard
Hawks," 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.":"

Charles Higham suggested that Kurosawa learned "his handling of
mass action, of the complexities of location shooting, from Ford.":" 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.":"
John Pym found the images of Kagemusha to be "painterly ... derivative
of Kurosawa's revered Ford.":" 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.":" Richie and Anderson found Takashi
Shimura to be to Kurosawa "what Ward Bond was to John Ford,":" and
Richie finds Toshiro Mifune to be to Kurosawa "what John Wayne was to
John Ford.":" 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.:""

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."?' 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." 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.':" Alain Silver compares the gunfighter's
display of weaponry to that of the samurai." Nigel Andrews compares
Sunjuro with True Grit and calls it "the most autumnal of Kurosawa's
Japanese Westerns.:"" By contrast, David Desser finds that Sunjuro re-
veals the influence of Shane. 56 Tom Milne compares Dersu Uzala to Sid-
ney Pollack's Jeremiah [outisoti." 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.':" (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
yojimbo.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.'?" Anderson then adds that "Without the American cinema, there
would be no Kurosawa."?'

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 'Bushido,' 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.':" 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." 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.'?"

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.'?" 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 Yojimbo and
Sunjuro depends on the distance between Mifune's shaggy, dirty, sel£-
interested ronin and the warrior ideal."

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." 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.v" 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." 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 Yojimbo.
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 Yojimbo 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." 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. I have learned from this grammar of the
Western."7!

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 Hushornon
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."

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 [apanese.:""

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." 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." (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 up, 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 influence of Kurosawa: direct remakes as in The Magnificent Seven
(1960), freely adapted from Seven Samurai. (Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills
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 film 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 like stay with me in my
subconscious and perhaps I have some kind of impulse to recre-
ate the same impression when I make my own films."

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

Moreover, Kurosawa indicates that his cinematic tastes (and debts)
range globally. In the autobiography, he lists 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 of Kurosawa: lessons in wide-screen composition and
the stylization of violence. (Top) Peckinpah's warriors stoically 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/Film Stills 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.'?" A quick
glance at these references clearly indicates the richness of the cinematic
culture from which Kurosawa has been nourished." 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. Instead, 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."

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."

Kurosawa was born in 1910, 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 history. Moreover, these were periods that posed ques-
tions about Japanese identity 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
(1868-1912) 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 socio-political structure and
value system of the West."82

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 civiiization.':" Modernism posed a
"problem of meaning" for many Japanese passing through its swiftly
moving currents." 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 1880s.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.'?"


