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A Note on the Text


Names appear in the Japanese order, last names first. “Kurosawa” standing alone always presumes Akira (I use the first names of his brother, sisters, mother, and father for clarity, and eschew macrons). Kurosawa’s memoir has been well rendered in English, as has Akutagawa’s fiction. In other cases, unless otherwise indicated, translations from the Japanese are my own.


At the end of the book, there is a simple timeline, should the reader wish a reminder about where Japanese era names fit, or where certain events mentioned in the text stand in relation to one another. This chronology, like the book, is weighted toward the modern period. It is especially detailed from the time of Kurosawa’s birth through to the making of Rashomon. Separately, there is a filmography, a roster of the thirty films Kurosawa directed between 1943 and 1993, although my story here focuses on the earlier, black-and-white productions. Under Further Reading, I note certain books that helped guide my thinking about Kurosawa or provoked me to look deeper into his life and work. They may prove to be of further interest to the reader.
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Prologue
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One September day in 1951, Kurosawa Akira left his home in Komae to go fishing in the Tamagawa, the river that runs through western Tokyo. He had nothing better to do. His most recent films, one based on Dostoevsky’s The Idiot and the other an experiment in period filmmaking called Rashomon, were meeting with mixed, even hostile, reaction. Kurosawa had already moved between production companies, tripped up by union strikes and industry turmoil. He was beginning to look suspect. He could write and edit. No one questioned that. As a director, though, his instincts were proving too unpredictable or willful for producers to comfortably handle.


Kurosawa started making movies during the war, when he also began writing commentary on the cinema. Hollywood fare, he noted then, tends to be clever and upbeat, whereas “we prefer a melancholy, tragic beauty,” adding, “I just want to make the most beautiful Japanese film I can.” The government censors welcomed such statements, so far as they offered a defense of “things Japanese” on the cultural field of battle. True to his word, in 1944, Kurosawa completed a work he titled simply Ichiban Utsukushiku (The Most Beautiful). It is a propaganda piece, not without style, the only work of his career devoted entirely to the portrayal of women. A corps of female factory workers, drawn from every corner of Japan, painstakingly fabricates precision optics for use in target sighting and aerial bombing. Kurosawa highlights their dynamic leader, who boosts morale whenever her sisters on the production line weep for home or succumb to exhaustion. She was played by a young, relatively unknown actress named Yaguchi Yoko. A year later, as the war was moving toward its hellish end, she and Kurosawa would marry. The occasion was marked by another firebombing of Tokyo, this one setting ablaze even the shrine at the Meiji Jingu, where their wedding ceremony had just been held.


When Kurosawa returned from several luckless hours at the river—no fish in the bucket, just a snapped line to show for it—Yaguchi was at the door. She had news for him. A telegram had arrived, announcing Rashomon was the winner of the Venice Film Festival’s Golden Lion.


This marked a turning point like no other in Kurosawa’s career. It would alter the terrain of world culture. For reasons few Japanese in the film industry at the time could explain, except to say that Westerners are saps for samurai and geisha, Rashomon had broken through a defeated nation’s barrier of shame. Victory of this magnitude in Venice cleared the way for Ozu Yasujiro, Mizoguchi Kenji, and other Japanese directors to advance onto the international stage. The initial impact of Rashomon remained profound, and Kurosawa came to be seen as a standard-bearer in this process. In time, he would become indeed one of the iconic filmmakers and artists of the twentieth century.


Over the course of a long life and the making of thirty films, Kurosawa himself had much to say about his methods and his intentions—what he thought he was doing, and his reasons for being a filmmaker. None of this is systematic or theoretical. His exasperation with critics, what he saw as their convoluted explanations and far-fetched, self-promoting theories, frequently flashes to the surface (“It’s just absurd for some critic to say those bandits attacking the village are symbols of the Americans . . .”). By the early 1980s, his autobiography would appear, a sharply detailed, often moving, and obsessive document, weighted heavily toward the childhood years. Kurosawa breaks off the narrative in 1950, when he was just forty, ending it with a set of reflections on the making of Rashomon. Far from promising a sequel, the memoir closes on a cryptic note: “Somehow, I can’t seem to pass through that Rashomon gate and on into my life . . .”


Since his death in 1998, Kurosawa and his work have spawned a profusion of analyses, appreciations, and revisionist critiques, in Japanese and in foreign languages across the continents. Remakes of his films, widely in evidence by the early 1960s, extend now into anime and other contemporary media. Pixar has given the “seven samurai” an animated afterlife as brightly colored bugs. Tokyo 1923, a recent video game, derives from Kurosawa’s recollections of the great earthquake that leveled his city.


It is Rashomon, however, that has become a key word in our time. Wherever in the world it is possible to question if truth exists, or to presume there is no such thing as truth but only perceptions about what seems relatively true to each one of us, the “Rashomon effect” is in play. No film or novel of comparable artistic seriousness and complexity is so often invoked to help explain the confusions that beset a given investigation scene, not just in art but in life, whether encountered on a city street, in a boardroom or a courtroom, at a frat house or a prison, or at a hacked site on the internet. Cinema as an art form could pass away, but the resonance of the word Rashomon would survive its passing. In this way, too, some version of “Kurosawa” would continue to exist. His name already streams through a universe gone global; art and its makers floating like cartoon balloons through digital space.


But Kurosawa was not from everywhere. His value is grounded in something other than his worldly fame. He started out as a proletarian artist in the late 1920s, one among many, agitating then for a new world order. He turned to an apprenticeship in filmmaking as his country was in the throes of a militarist takeover and an expansion of its imperialist mission. He went on to make films across the most horrific period in Japan’s modern history, charging through the wreckage and the darkness of the postwar period.


In interviews and roundtable discussions over his working life, Kurosawa frequently addressed editing, a task that consumed him and one he often practiced to extremes. Asked later in his career why he took to wearing sunglasses even indoors or at night, Kurosawa said he’d spent so much time in the editing room that his eyes were hypersensitive to even ordinary daylight or lamplight. Editing carried the thrill of discovery, an uncanny encounter with what he called “life that suddenly appears between the splices.” For Kurosawa, such discoveries pool around incidents or events that left deep marks on his memory, from his birth in 1910 on through the tumultuous, war-torn transformations that mark Japan’s twentieth century.


What any of us might try to recollect about the past, including a director’s latter-day testimony about how his films came to be or what he really intended, may provoke curiosity but also skepticism, even among family and friends. A once-upon-a-time proximity, an “I was there but you were not” claim of authenticity, cannot always guarantee a satisfying explanation, much less a straight line to the truth. As we know, Kurosawa made a film, namely Rashomon, about this very dilemma: how there is no single, simple, privileged vantage from which to weigh a human action or to probe the mysteries of the human heart.


Yet Kurosawa never denied that elements of his personal life—people he knew, events he had experienced—drove his storytelling. Nor did he exalt any other factor (aesthetic, political, economic, technological) as being categorically superior in its approach to the filmic stories he tried to tell. The personal, however elusive, lurks within any expressive act of human imagination. Without some effort to explore or unravel it, the intricacies entwining art and life can be hard to track or to fathom.


Of course the kind of life Kurosawa encountered as he was editing was not written into the script or storyboarded. The process, by his accounting, did not unfold according to plan. Rather, elements of his past life, personae he once occupied, unexpectedly rise to the surface, even in films like Rashomon, which at first glance seems far removed from the modern world, much less from anything deeply personal. So, too, do the lives of others float up, even if they are not named or are not “realistically” represented.


Signs of his lost brother, a man who left the world in 1933, but who was the first Kurosawa to enter the film business, confront us at many turns. At times this brother seems detectable as a character; at others as a shadow presence or else a voice we hear, coming from a place at the margins of the action that otherwise fills the screen. Throughout Kurosawa’s confessional memoir and especially in his greatest work—the black-and-white films he made in the aftermath of war—manifestations of this brother will repeatedly return, like ghostly apparitions from early silent films, signaling to us from a lost world.


To be sure, Kurosawa built epic narratives of ambition, destruction, survival, and rebirth. But they are more than just history sagas sweeping across the sociocultural plains of Japan’s twelfth (Rashomon), sixteenth (Seven Samurai), and twentieth centuries (Ikiru). At their core, there spins a more intimate tale; variations on a story about one brother’s rise and fall, and another brother’s efforts to recall their life together in its vitality, complexity, and memory-shaping force.


Such recollected life emerges not in the smoothness of Kurosawa’s storytelling, but at its rough edges. What his producers often objected to weren’t just cost overruns or his tampering with their desired formula. They faced what any of us seeing a Kurosawa work often do: a sudden eccentricity, a leap across genre boundaries, excesses in the acting, a start/stop/start up again progression of the plot, the veering off into unforeseen directions. Something other than artful symmetry intrudes here, or just gets in the way of what we thought we were beginning to understand. Once you start shooting a film, Kurosawa once said without apology, there is no staying on a straight path.


No doubt he was more deeply experimental than our image of a master-auteur would allow. If so, he was experimental in the style of the 1920s avant-garde he grew up with, which conceived of art on the move, displaced by catastrophe. The Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923 unleashed effects in Japan analogous to the impact of World War I in Europe. In the wake of such calamities, many artists were prepared to “abuse beauty,” in Arthur Danto’s use of the term, and move instead toward more shocking engagements with a suddenly misshapen, twisted world. For his part, Kurosawa was not prepared to abandon beautiful effects just to make a statement, but was out to test and to exceed preestablished canons of taste or prejudice. He didn’t care if his films gave comfort, but did mean to incite a visceral response—“films that make people shudder”—the way he says his childhood and adolescent viewings of silent film affected him. And even where a sustained political message seems beyond his capacities or interest, his determination to expose a corrupt moral order, to gauge cowardice or courage in exacting terms, rarely wavers.


As we discover early on in Rashomon, Kurosawa’s experiments are often keyed to abrupt collisions and startling movements, having more to do with dramatic than with strictly narrative logic. The shifting speeds of his cuts and the sudden mobility of his camera are cardinal traits. His edited shots pack a kinetic charge, calculated to move us, his audience. Some of his critics, who prefer minimalism as a style, or a minimum of action and emotion expressed on screen, began to inveigh against Kurosawa’s often overheated, farcical, sentimental, or melodramatic gestures, from very early on. All of those exaggerated feelings and charismatic villains, along with the overhang of fate, seemed to some an affront to good taste, to others an obstacle to a proper political consciousness. To still others, it seemed simply “un-Japanese.” Kurosawa, on the evidence, ignored such criticism. Instead, he stuck stubbornly to using silent-film-style melodrama to build arcing, suspense-filled emotion, and authorized large-gestured acting to express it.


Yet a Kurosawa hero is never strapped to an ice floe, heading toward an inevitable fall. Not all of them are victorious. In fact, all of his real heroes will fall, at one point or another, into the mud of the world below. But they do so as characters who put themselves at risk, who make choices, not as duped victims or meek pawns of forces beyond the power of the human will to at least challenge, if not overthrow.


Lewis Cole once said of Seven Samurai that at the heart of the story there is a simple action: a farmer, who was on his knees, stands up. We understand that the battle is engaged at that point. An unlikely hero stands up, in resistance to a world that has trampled him and will likely do so again and again. And he will rally others to do something defiant, unexpected, contrary to common sense or the rules of the game. Not beauty for its own sake, or truth in the abstract, but a capacity to recognize what must be done and to act on it, seems closest to what Kurosawa relentlessly sought to capture and to inspire.


Inevitably, we return to the black-and-white films. Because it was his city in ruins, frozen by trauma, ringed by a monochromatic urban wasteland made visible first after the earthquake of 1923 and again after the firebombings of 1945, that Kurosawa’s storytelling gifts seem best geared to express. In the shadows of such devastation, which for him possessed both public and personal dimensions, Kurosawa found his artistic calling and forged his moral will.


We recall that Rashomon is framed by black rain at the beginning, by sunlight breaking through at the very end. Kurosawa’s was an imagination of disaster, lined by fear and an often overwhelming darkness. His most daring work, though, moves beyond the shadows, perseveres to locate some sliver of light. Buddhist iconography structures many of his scenes: the “burning house” of greed and ambition; acts of compassion toward those who suffer. Confucian principles are struck: hard, grounded work for the sake of the community; the rescue of a child abandoned—the action Mencius once cited as a first proof of our humanity. And, via Dostoevsky, there are also imitations of Christ: characters who sacrifice themselves to save others, who inspire belief in a life that can outlast nihilism or death. In other words, there are spiritual impulses in Kurosawa, which we can’t easily turn away from or ignore.


Kurosawa had made other significant films before Rashomon, but not one of epochal, truly lasting impact. With Ikiru and Seven Samurai, whose powerful forms Rashomon anticipates and made possible, it stands as the really irreducible work. These films, with Rashomon as the hinge, might be thought of as a triangle, that most prized of Kurosawa’s geometries, around which all of the black-and-white films take their shape and encircle.


Rashomon confronts us with questions and sustains doubt without falling into a heap of anything-goes relativism or abandoning us to a hermeneutics of suspicion without end. The gate stands, broken and exposed. The stories told there probe criminality and violence. They lead us into a forest turned moral battlefield; into a courtyard where self-deception traps each witness but also our watching, witnessing selves. Undoubtedly, the stories told in Rashomon are in conflict. They may tempt us to be cynical, indifferent. Or they may draw from us, as they drew from Kurosawa, a personal witness, of outrage or grief or affection. Besides the shame, Kurosawa’s Rashomon also testifies to the thrill of survival, of having work left to do, lives to lift up, in the aftermath.




2


The Gate
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When Rashomon won the grand prize at the Venice International Film Festival in 1951, Kurosawa and his production team were stunned. They’d been reluctant to even enter the competition (it took an Italian film agent, Guilliana Stramigioli, to persuade the studio to do so). The lead producer claimed he never understood the film’s story or what the director was trying to say—a reaction, if we’re honest, many have had since. No matter, the prize was a breakthrough. Here was the antidote to the newsreels circulating in America and Europe at the time, documenting a pathological Japan, a conquered nation trailing in its dismal wake atrocities and kamikaze. Rashomon in Venice marked the victory of beauty over the beast of Japanese shame, just six years after the war ended and left Japan a shattered dead zone. So his Daiei producers swallowed their doubts, took the prize, and went home, knowing there was an audience outside Japan for what today we would call the “soft power” of Japanese culture.


Kurosawa had a different reaction. He took the win and relished the acclaim abroad. But he thought the prize went to the wrong film for the wrong reason. He was troubled by the carping criticism that it was the ancient costumes, the lure of the exotic, that had put Rashomon on top. He regretted not having won the prize for one of his “modern life” films, more obviously pieced together from the wreckage of the twentieth century, because it was to give us potent visions of that life, not to front a beautiful image of Japanese culture, that he was making movies at all.
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The gate, lashed by driving rain, stands in the middle of nowhere. It is the first image we see. We don’t know how it fell into ruins. No structure is visible to the right or to the left of it, behind it or in the foreground, besides what we can see: a fallen pillar, splintered shards of wood, a soupy expanse of mud. Invisible in the earliest shots, two human figures grow from specks into full view as the camera slowly advances. “A picture puzzle landscape” we might call it, strikingly abstract, along the lines of an Abe Kobo novel—another Japanese allegorist foraging through the shadows and the hollowed-out emptiness of the postwar period.


Kurosawa, to the exasperation of his producers, had spent nearly the whole of his set and design budget on this single, dilapidated structure. He stretched for some justification, saying he meant it to represent the Rajo Gate that stood at the southern entrance to the imperial capital of Kyoto during the Heian period (784–1185). But the original was long since demolished (there is speculation it was never completely built, or had been destroyed already by 950). Despite their efforts, Kurosawa’s design team could find no extant paintings or screens from the period that took this gate as a focal point. Armed with text references only and nothing visual to faithfully replicate, Kurosawa had a free shot to imagine the gate’s shape and mass.


The result, he later confessed, was that “the Gate just kept growing in my mind’s eye.” It took his crew twenty-five days to build. Four thousand clay tiles were used to cover the vast, precariously sloping, overhanging roof of the structure. Because of its scale—almost sixty feet wide, forty feet deep, thirty-five feet high—a generic, traditional gate design was abandoned entirely in favor of one that simulated a grand Buddhist temple. Practically speaking, the type of sanmon he had in mind (perhaps resembling the still extant Nanzenji Temple in Kyoto) would stretch across multiple entry portals, necessitating more pillars, thought necessary by the construction crew to support the crushing weight of the tiles overhead. But this visual nod to Buddhist temple architecture would carry spiritual weight, too, giving the structure before us a solemnity and force beyond anything a merely secular gate could have borne.


A gate of such growing magnitude and expense, expanded to fit little more than Kurosawa’s own imaginings, caused him to cut out altogether another set in his original design plan. He had thought to fill the area in front of the gate with market stalls, of a kind, he remarked, “like those of our black markets today.” However focused Kurosawa was on building the main set for his experimental period film, requiring a construction effort of budget-draining dimensions, he remained alert to his film’s deeper purpose: namely, to tell a story set in the past, but one that illuminated the broken world his Japanese audience faced in the postwar present.


The yamiichi, or “black markets” that Kurosawa refers to, were a conspicuous feature of city life at the time of Japan’s unconditional surrender. They had existed long before it, to handle a street-level demand for staples and other goods that were strictly rationed by the wartime government. The number of such underground markets steadily increased as the fortunes of war turned sharply against Japan, no matter the official line that patriotism required extremes of self-sacrifice. We recall how often in a Kurosawa film such self-sacrifice, motivated by blind ideology or abject passivity and not by conscious choice, is held up for fierce ridicule and scorn.
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Black market in Tokyo, 1945


The intensity of the firebombings that decimated Tokyo in the last months of the war, the cutting off of supply lines for resources from the colonies, and the consequent life-threatening shortages of fuel and food at its ignominious end gave a boost to the yamiichi, which sprang up at a fantastical rate. There are estimates that over forty thousand such stalls were in operation in Tokyo by the autumn of 1945, the majority falling under the control of yakuza, gangsters who seized the day and expanded their operations beyond the gambling and prostitution that had been their stock in trade.


Meanwhile, there was the August 15, 1945, radio broadcast, following the nuclear horror that made first Hiroshima, then Nagasaki, disappear. The emperor, in halting, barely audible locutions, hard to fathom by most Japanese, tried to proclaim to his subjects that at the war’s end, they must somehow endure the unendurable. In the wings, the American Occupation forces, under the imperious command of General Douglas MacArthur, were about to assume administrative control of the country, for what would be a nearly seven-year occupation. The Americans were eager to enact reforms and sweeping institutional change, but in Tokyo could not guarantee delivery of food for three and a half million people on the verge of starvation or shelter for all the homeless survivors. Nor could the Occupation feasibly manage distribution lines, given ongoing shortages, while attempting to maintain civil order. In that interval, the black market stalls became vital to the conduct of everyday life, and took a hodgepodge, scattered shape across Tokyo’s devastated remains.


The yamiichi were especially dense around rail hubs. Civilians and repatriates, desperately hungry and displaced, would trundle between the city and its outlying rural regions, or farther away to the country homes of their ancestral origins, in the hunt for food they might purchase at extortionary prices, or barter for, or steal. One Sunday in the winter of 1945, nearly a million Tokyoites boarded such country-bound trains, with expectations that rarely eclipsed bringing back a few potatoes or edible roots in their knapsacks. For many, there was no other place to turn to make up any shortfall, except to the yamiichi.


And so the almost crazed, scattershot quest for food and other necessities rezoned Tokyo in a sense and gave sudden rise to makeshift shantytowns, also to the outlaw frisson surrounding them. Kurosawa’s Drunken Angel (1948), made just two years before Rashomon, features this territory in both realistic and symbolic detail, as if the black markets and the yakuza-run cabarets and bars were all that remained of social life in the city. A year later, with Stray Dog, which begins on an overstuffed tram and ends in a showdown that spills out from a train station, Kurosawa further probed the black market. He would explore it as an underground hideout where those who had returned from the war and been in various ways shunned or rejected could disappear, almost nostalgically, inside another criminal danger zone.


At the end of the day, the yamiichi represented a postwar business that worked. What people needed, along with what they had to trade, kept the stalls busy. Their operators procured and made available life-sustaining basics, through barter or customer “payment” of several kinds: cash, but also family jewelry, kimono, tools, weapons, spot labor, sex. It is the promise of just such contraband—a cache of stolen swords—that the bandit uses to lure the samurai into captivity near the start of Rashomon.


Meanwhile, preparing to actually shoot his experimental period film, Kurosawa’s obsessive devotion to his mind’s-eye image of the gate left nothing in his set design budget to build any such bustling black market in front of it. Instead, we see nothing but empty space. Now “emptiness,” as a concept and an image, has a deep history in Japanese thought and visual culture. We may be tempted to see it here as Kurosawa’s faithful adaptation of traditional aesthetics, a product of Zen-inspired minimalism. More prosaically, of course, the emptiness just signals a bad budget decision and a hardball studio response. But in the environment of the Japanese postwar, “emptiness” also captures how the city looked and felt to its survivors at the time of surrender. Because besides the black market stalls, the other distinguishing aspect of life on the ground in Tokyo that autumn were the massive patches of vacant, scorched earth, or else the debris and rain-filled craters that stretched for miles across a once densely populated city, vast areas now given over to a desolation upon which nothing and no one was standing.


And so what Miyagawa Kazuo’s camera captured and Kurosawa would edit to frame Rashomon’s opening sequence, with the hoses from three off-screen fire trucks streaming water into the air and drenching the ground below, is a foreground of rain and mud—two signature elements of Kurosawa’s postwar style. In the background, shrouded by the downpour, the gate looms in all its twisted grandeur.


Although Kurosawa never got to build his yamiichi in Rashomon, his reference to the postwar black markets, even as he is making a period film set in the late twelfth century, usefully reminds us that no Kurosawa film is reducible to a single point in time. The world there on the screen, in either a historical piece like Rashomon or like those set in the present, bears the weight of several different eras. Sometimes, such temporal layering falls on a single image or on a transitional scene. Or else it is carried not by the visuals at all but by the music and other recorded sounds, even by off-screen voices.
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For example, think of the first “action” scene involving the woodcutter, in period attire and shouldering his axe, as he purposefully makes his way through Rashomon’s deep forest (a scene Fellini loved, for the play of light around the axe blade). His body fairly glides over and under the elegant parabola etched by Miyagawa’s swooping, tracking camera, all but oblivious to the percussive, even martial repetitions of what sounds like Bolero. Many of us, on first seeing Rashomon, may have thought how bizarre it was to hear Ravel marching like that beside the woodcutter. But time passes. The film doesn’t change, but we do, to the point where we may now link the woodcutter, weaving between trails, on his way to being witness to a crime, with what we know of Ravel. In 1916—the year after the famous author Akutagawa Ryunosuke published a short story titled “Rashomon”—Ravel witnessed the ghastly aftermath of the Battle of Verdun. In Alex Ross’s telling:


[Ravel] often had to weave back and forth on pockmarked roads as the shells fell all around him. Once he found himself in an abandoned town on a sunny day, walking through the empty, silent streets. “I don’t believe I will ever experience a more profound or stranger emotion than this sort of mute terror,” he later recalled.


The woodcutter, accompanied however distantly by this musical passage, will make his way to a similar sort of clearing. He will come face-to-face with his own vision of ghastly death, be stricken, too, with “mute terror” as he stumbles upon first one, then three more clues, until a body with hands raised in rigor mortis finally brings him to a dead halt. Through a mismatched, or, as a Soviet filmmaker like Eisenstein would have called it, a contrapuntal use of sight and sound, which Kurosawa learned from the Russians and applied here, using Ravel, cultural separations collapse. The relevant time frames multiply. Ravel’s march and its driving repetitions, as adapted by Kurosawa and his great friend, the composer Hayasaka Fumio, builds a palpable suspense into the time shifting and mood swinging of this transitional scene.


We grasp here one aspect of Kurosawa’s gifts as a director, and the power of his images—to make everything on screen seem real and present. The ruins of several pasts, as well as the struggles of the present, or of two cultural worlds far removed from each other, are made to feel connected and proximate in the here and now. We might say of Kurosawa’s Rashomon what Jean Mitry once said of F. W. Murnau’s The Last Laugh: that the film’s images are guided by “the imaginative realism of poetry, and not the arbitrary psychology of a falsely realistic ‘slice of life.’”


Were we to see Rashomon again today on a big screen, in a darkened theatre anywhere in the world (the way Kurosawa thought we would see it, not in the isolating privacy of a small screen at home, much less a miniature one held in our hand), we may still feel embraced by the sublimity of a classic period film. It would start with the credits, the calligraphy laid over the structural details and bold geometries of the gate’s design. A massive wooden pillar lines up behind the vertical inscription of the director’s own name. The music swells from a vaguely “Oriental,” Western score. Indeed, we might feel swept back to the silent film era, possibly to D. W. Griffith’s own Orientalist Broken Blossoms—a film Kurosawa saw as a child—made by a director he revered and would even call his “artistic foundation.”


We may be in that theatre or in a school auditorium, because the sheer fame of Rashomon and its auteur put us there, or a given syllabus required it. Few movie titles, after all, have made it into common parlance the way we regularly cite Rashomon when faced with serial but contradictory accounts of “what happened,” of “he said, she said.” Few directors are as universally respected by their peers. Satyajit Ray said Rashomon changed the way he thought about light. Hou Hsiou Hsien studied Kurosawa’s rain in awe. Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola, George Lucas, and Steven Spielberg, to name just some of the Americans, identify themselves as disciples.


Yet such fame can be a burden. Kurosawa turns into a superhero, Rashomon into a name we drop even if we’ve never seen it. Or it can trigger a backlash, as occurred in Japan just after Rashomon won the Golden Lion, and some denounced Kurosawa for pandering to a foreign crowd. Since then, along with other famous directors of his generation, anti-auteur theorists have further managed to minimize or scale down his achievements.


Rashomon’s shadow, despite all this, casts itself over our world. It hovers in the background of our own shattered landscapes: a terror-struck city, a tsunami-swept coastal town. And as at Rashomon, after a photographic or video encounter with such sudden, inexplicable calamities, there gather voices, the beginnings of a story: about the end of a world we thought we knew or could explain; about witness accounts that don’t add up; about criminals who are not just invaders from outside, but who may dwell among us, close to home.
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The rain at Rashomon’s opening is insistent, an implacable, elemental force. Many witnesses, Gabriel García Márquez among them, report being swept into the film because of it. The downpour prevails for an extended series of establishing shots. There is no music. No voices are heard on- or off-screen, just the sound of a torrent. Amid this driving rain Kurosawa’s camera shifts location, not once or twice but five times in its advance on the gate, never losing sight of it. These are moving pictures, but they are punctuated, coming to us by way of an allegory-charged sequence of what appear to be still shots. From a distance, the gate looks almost haunted, the tiled roof on its left side vaguely intact while our eye tracks the sharp downward angle of its disintegration on the right (the anime director Miyazaki Hayao recalls seeing Rashomon as a child, and the terror he felt when he first faced this rain-soaked ruin). These serial shots of the gate, each from a different camera setup, further break the whole into pieces. This monument of the Heian era, this relic from Japan’s once golden age, seems to be transforming itself before our eyes. A hypnotic force seeps into Kurosawa’s wordless, shifting visions, as if passing through them we were being led back to the silent era he so loved, when people still believed that cinematic images could take possession of them.
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TOP: Tokyo after the earthquake. BOTTOM: Tokyo after the fire-bombing.


And so with every repositioned camera setup, from each different vantage, Kurosawa’s Rashomon morphs and changes: into a still shot resembling the ruins of Tokyo after the earthquake of 1923; then another still, looking like the ruins of Tokyo after the firebombings that ended the war. This is the wreckage Kurosawa lived through, which gives a personal, almost documentary edge to Rashomon. But the manner of the cinematic storytelling, its allegorical dimensions, opens wide to admit yet other stills, of ruins yet to be seen but known to Kurosawa, like the incineration of Hiroshima and Nagasaki: a skeletal dome here, a molten bridge there, to break the flat line of nothingness all around.


As we face Rashomon today, through the prism of our own experience, the gate may open still further. Eyeing it through that veil of driving rain, we may dimly make out the broken contours of Nepal or of Aleppo, or of other calamities streaming through our media, and be reminded how randomly or ruthlessly the world around us has been, is being, torn apart. Distantly separated from Japan or the film’s twelfth century setting, our reckonings with such destruction may yet lead us to Rashomon, for its ever-widening imaginative capacity and embrace.


Through this sequence of shots at Rashomon’s beginning, the Heian period we thought we had entered, and the Japanese genre film we expected to see, opens on to something we may not easily grasp. Indeed, we may feel like the woodcutter, sitting out the rain under the overhang of the gate, gazing dumbfounded across the mud and desolation, and shaking his head as he mouths the film’s first words: “I don’t understand it. I don’t understand it at all . . .”


We feel that way, because Kurosawa likely did, too. It wasn’t that he lacked confidence as a director, or couldn’t control most every aspect of his craft, or bend the crew and the actors often enough to his will (by the time he made Seven Samurai in 1954, they took to calling him tenno—“the emperor”). But he couldn’t command the storms of life and didn’t possess sufficient belief in any science, religious doctrine, or secular ideology that sought to definitively order or explain them. Deleuze rightly describes how Kurosawa’s scenes don’t move toward answers so much as to the question latent inside them, Dostoevsky-like in this maneuvering. It was his honesty as an artist to reveal not how much but how little of life he really understood or how much mystery it contained.


No doubt his 1930s apprenticeship at the film company Photo Chemical Laboratories (PCL) and at Toho Studios helped to both hone his craft and trouble his conscience. So, too, did the Japanese military and civilian censors, for whom even trivial issues of form and content—requiring storytellers to prevaricate, exaggerate, or lie—determined what got made and what did not during wartime. One point of origin for the lies and the self-deceptions in Rashomon no doubt derives from Kurosawa’s mindfulness of what he said, or did not say, over those troubled years.


Before he turned to film, however, Kurosawa studied art and exhibited his work at proletarian-sponsored exhibitions in the late 1920s. This period was vibrant with experimental forays in every sector of Japanese culture, heralding one or another transformation of civil society and artistic practice. Manifestos poured forth at a prodigious rate. Against the political odds and at growing personal risk, many joined movements to instigate change away from a capital-driven, militarist, or fascist modernity. Kurosawa was one of them.


Even before that, and throughout his life, Kurosawa was an avid reader. He once described himself as an eien bungaku seinen, or “eternal literary youth.” He admitted to feelings of nostalgia, not for the old Japan but for that “wide world” that literature opens up. He clung to a belief that literature could be mined for “some element I can bring to my next work, something new I haven’t yet tried,” attributing whatever gifts studio people thought he had as a scriptwriter to what literature taught him about the human drama. He declared repeatedly that the script was the “banner” of the film. And he insisted that a good script must contain dramatic characters, because a good film was character-driven and couldn’t be salvaged by the most original director’s so-called montage.


Much is made of Kurosawa’s attachment to Shakespeare, especially the aggressive manipulations of Macbeth (Throne of Blood) and of King Lear (Ran) to fit his filmmaking style. Kurosawa showed an abiding interest in Noh theatre, too, for a dramaturgy he could deploy to restage an Elizabethan play, even more significantly for a repertoire that features ghosts—a living past that haunts the present. But his connections to the Russians are easily as profound. “I grew up with Dostoevsky, not just the Japanese classics,” Kurosawa insisted. He identified, too, with modern Japanese writers of both serious and popular literature, perhaps especially with Akutagawa Ryunosuke (1889–1927), whose stories form the literary scaffolding for Kurosawa’s construction of Rashomon.


In other words, there are connections, even fraternal entanglements, that bind Kurosawa’s films to the literary and art worlds of Japan, from the beginning of the twentieth century through to the period of his greatest achievement. We rightly understand that he labored longest and most identifiably in the cinematic medium. But it is off-screen, in his cultural or familial prehistory, or in the backstory of his brother’s life and death, that we might trace the inner boundaries of Kurosawa’s artistic horizons and those elements of his world that most fundamentally shaped his vision.


Of these, none seem more basic than a few verifiable events that will become for him ineradicable memories. First, the city of his birth disappeared, in the earthquake of 1923, and again after the firebombings in the spring of 1945. Second, between these two traumas that turned Tokyo into a charred wasteland, there is an interval during which Japan lost a war and Kurosawa lost a brother. This would be the same brother who took him to silent films when he was a youth, encouraged his reading of Russian literature, and was the first Kurosawa to enter the movie business.


Each of these factors contributes in telling ways to the most charged stories Kurosawa would create. Like a gate, they frame the entry point to Kurosawa’s world. Here we encounter the defining materials of his labor, including a reliance on black-and-white as his chosen medium, and a voice for his most unforgettable characters.
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Primal Scenes
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The Maruzen Bookstore after the earthquake.


Within the forty-year span between Kurosawa’s birth in Tokyo in 1910 and the making of Rashomon in 1950—the entire range of the only memoir he ever wrote—his city would twice be struck by overwhelming force and nearly vanish.


Just before noon on September 1, 1923, a massive earthquake began to split the ground across the Kanto plain, tearing apart vast swaths of Tokyo and Yokohama, the two cities most closely associated with a rapidly modernizing Japan. By the following night, the fissures and flames that raged through the Tokyo flatlands had taken well over 100,000 lives, severely damaging or laying waste to nearly one half of its buildings, many gutted by fire and reduced to ash.


Again, as the war in the Pacific was unfolding in its horrific final phase, American B-29 incendiary bombing missions were directed at Tokyo. The raids of March 9 and 10, 1945, were particularly intense. The firestorms in their wake incinerated over sixteen square miles near the city’s center. Upwards of 125,000 people were killed. Over two thirds of Tokyo’s residences were destroyed—one of them Kurosawa’s own.


The number of Tokyo’s dead, following each of these calamities, rivaled the death toll at Hiroshima.


In the reflections he wrote down nearly sixty years later, Kurosawa gives close attention to what he experienced the day of the earthquake and in the days after it. By 1923, the Kurosawa family had moved from Oimachi in Shinagawa, where Akira spent his childhood years, to a residence on higher ground in Koishikawa, north and west of the city’s center. The morning of September 1 was dark, Kurosawa once deadpanned, not for atmospheric reasons but because it was the first day after summer vacation, and he had to attend yet another boring new term ceremony at his middle school. He further recollects:


When the convocation ended, I set out for Maruzen, Japan’s largest foreign bookstore, in the downtown Kyobashi district. My oldest sister had asked me to pick up a Western-language book for her. But when I got there, the store hadn’t opened yet. More disgusted than ever, I headed for home again, intending to try once more in the afternoon.


It is widely reported that September 1 started out clear and cloudless, bright blue in the sky, though by late morning the wind was picking up at a fast accelerating rate. Kurosawa’s eldest sister, Haruyo, for whom he was running this errand, was herself a teacher. By the early 1930s she and her husband would become the financial bulwark for the entire Kurosawa clan, including Akira, who was still adrift at that time, earning a pittance as a commercial artist, drawing cartoons and magazine ads for random publications.


As for the Maruzen bookstore near Kyobashi, from the middle of the Meiji period (1868–1912) this cultural emporium had become a major point of contact between Western authors, Japanese writers, and the “literary youth” of the day, with whom Kurosawa would come self-consciously to identify. The Maruzen shelves sagged as wave upon wave of foreign works began pouring into the country via translations, primarily from English, French, German, and Russian language sources.


The late nineteenth century was indeed expansionary for Japan, as it hurtled toward a redefinition of itself as a modern nation-state, fueled by technological, military, and political renovations. The country would also radically extend its linguistic and cultural boundaries. Traditional canons of thought and taste, cultivated almost wholly within an East Asian field of reference for the entirety of Japanese history, were serially challenged and often displaced by Western ideas and ways of writing. Such dynamic change in the cultural sphere would have both liberating and life-threatening effects.


Several famous authors, such as Akutagawa Ryunosuke, who wrote the short story called “Rashomon,” which he had adapted from a medieval cautionary tale of the same name, would set scenes in some of their best-known works in this cathedral built to literary ambition. Here is the famous opening to Akutagawa’s posthumously published autobiographical fiction, titled The Life of a Stupid Man (1927), written just before he took a lethal dose of Veronal and exited the world a literary martyr:


1. The Era


He was upstairs in a bookstore. Twenty years old at the time, he had climbed a ladder set against a bookcase and was searching for the newly-arrived Western books: Maupassant, Baudelaire, Strindberg, Ibsen, Shaw, Tolstoy . . .


The sun threatened to set before long, but he went on reading book spines with undiminished intensity. Lined up before him was not so much an array of books as the fin de siècle itself. Nietzsche, Verlaine, the Goncourt brothers, Dostoevsky, Hauptmann, Flaubert . . .


He took stock of their names as he struggled with the impending gloom. The books began to sink into the somber shadows.


Had Maruzen been open when Kurosawa first arrived in Kyobashi on this truly fateful day, he himself may not have lived to tell any stories. In all likelihood he would have been inside that building when the earthquake struck at noon and brought it crashing down. Even were Kurosawa to have escaped the bookstore’s collapse, he would still have been in the vicinity of Kyobashi, among the hardest hit wards in the city and one that was nearly totally destroyed by the seismic ruptures and the ensuing conflagration.


Kurosawa never did purchase his sister’s book at Maruzen that day (neither the author nor the title has been identified), though he did have a significant encounter, not with one of the Dostoevsky novels that would later obsess him, but with a providential reprieve from certain death, resembling a famous experience ascribed to the Russian author’s life. As is widely recounted, Dostoevsky in his youth numbered social agitators and political malcontents among his friends and associates. He would be arrested eventually for his ties to the Petrashevsky circle of dissidents, imprisoned, and sentenced to death. But only as the firing squad began to take aim was the execution halted, as a horseman arrived bearing the czar’s late-breaking pardon to the condemned.


Such a sudden, staged reversal, whatever its lingering impact on Dostoevsky’s politics and religious views, seems profoundly to have shaped the dramatic arc of his fiction. How often are his fallen characters, including the murderous or suicidal among them, given a reprieve, a chance to convert and to rise up, like Lazarus, to face life anew. This was a dramatic arc that Kurosawa explored in Dostoevsky and built into the core of his greatest films, all of which turn on a near-death experience or on a life-changing conversion.


One after another, under the shadow of illness or moral darkness, Kurosawa’s film stories and their featured protagonists come to an impasse or an end. Their backs are thrown up against a wall. Until improbably, even miraculously, they find a way to break out and to start up again.


In his written reflections, set down nearly sixty years after the incident, Kurosawa devotes heightened stylistic attention to the sights and the drama that gather around the Great Earthquake of 1923. He vividly details specific scenes, such as his arrival back to his own neighborhood from Kyobashi, pausing momentarily to join a friend in throwing stones at the next-door neighbor’s tethered cow, who had lowed so furiously the previous night it caused him to lose sleep. Then the earth rumbles and starts to crack.


Viewers of Kurosawa’s first film, a martial arts vehicle set in the 1880s called Sanshiro Sugata (1943), will recall an evocative cameo role played by wooden clogs early on in that movie. Here is another such scene from the memoir:


What I noticed was that my friend who had been squatting next to me suddenly stood bolt upright. As I looked up at him, I saw that behind him the wall of the storehouse was crumbling and falling—toward us. I stood up in a hurry, too.


Because I was wearing high clogs, I couldn’t keep my balance on the rippling ground, so I took them off and carried one in each hand. Like someone on a boat in heavy seas, I lurched and ran to where my friend stood with his arms wrapped around a telephone pole for dear life. I did likewise. The pole was waving around crazily, too. In fact, it was snapping its wires into thousands of little pieces.


What follows is a description of the built structures immediately around him, which may remind us of the gate and its roof, half-stripped of tiles, which we face at our entry point to Rashomon:


Before our eyes, the two storehouses belonging to the pawnshop started shedding their skins. They shuddered and threw off their roof tiles and then let go of their thick walls. In an instant, they were skeletons of wooden frame. It wasn’t just the storehouses that were doing this either. The roof tiles of all the houses, as if they were being put through a sieve, suddenly danced and shook and slipped off. In the thick dust the roof beams lay revealed.


Racing home from there, Kurosawa could see that his family’s front gate also “had lost half of its roof,” and that the walkway leading to the entrance of his home “was blocked by a mountain of roof tiles that had fallen from the buildings on either side.” He couldn’t see the front door, and concluded that his family must be dead. Then, one by one, as if rising from a casket in a silent horror film, his parents and siblings emerge from this buried home to greet him. Kurosawa says he couldn’t cry, not because he didn’t feel the urge, but because of his brother, who was scolding him with a vengeance for walking around barefoot, like a disorderly slob, instead of wearing his wooden zori, no matter the uproar, as were all the other family members.
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