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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

[image: image]

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.
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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.

[image: image]

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.

We note how Kurosawa singles out this older brother and configures his voice into one of the most searing scenes of his young life. Indeed, his brother will become the central figure in Kurosawa’s account of what he experienced the day of the earthquake and in the days following. The memoir at this point takes on an almost apocalyptic tone, echoing certain medieval Buddhist tales, like Kamo no Chomei’s An Account of My Hut, or like The Tale of the Heike—Kurosawa’s favorite Japanese classic—both of which document surviving in the aftermath of earthquake, fire, and war. Such literature gathers itself around Kyoto in the late twelfth century, as Kurosawa’s Rashomon itself does. The suddenness and the extraordinary scale of the transformations he witnessed are what Kurosawa stresses, along with the mud—conspicuous not only from the opening shots of Rashomon, but in most every black-and-white film he would make during the twenty-year Japanese postwar period:

The street where the streetcar ran on the other side of the Edogawa River was badly damaged, heaving with fissures. The river itself had raised its bottom and showed new islands of mud . . . the whole Edogawa district was veiled in a dancing, swirling dust whose grayness gave the sun a pallor like that during an eclipse. The people who stood to the left and the right of me in this scene looked for all the world like fugitives from hell, and the whole landscape took on a bizarre and eerie aspect. I stood holding on to one of the young cherry trees planted along the banks of the river, and I was still shaking as I gazed out over the scene, thinking, “This must be the end of the world.”

Above this stark, monochromatic sketch of the scene before him, Kurosawa sets “a billowing mushroom cloud” that will gradually spread across the eastern sky, itself filling up with smoke from the fires sweeping central Tokyo. As day gives way to night, the grayness and the pallor deepen. Electricity throughout the city has been cut. Any light, Kurosawa reports, comes from fires raging across low-lying parts of town, or from periodic explosions at the nearby armory, where munitions had been stored.

Then the fires had nothing more to burn. The city fell into a total darkness, so terrifying and threatening it drove people to monstrous acts. Besides what Kurosawa found extraordinary about the unrestrained forces of nature, here he locates another force of even more terrifying magnitude, what he calls “the extraordinary things that lie in human hearts.” He corroborates widespread accounts of vigilantes on the rampage, hunting down and massacring “foreigners.” It is estimated that over six thousand Koreans were killed at this time, along with Chinese and other foreigners spotted as “subversives,” also nationals known to be social agitators, like the anarchist Osugi Sakae and his partner, the radical feminist Ito Noe, who would be arrested and murdered in police custody.

Some of these thugs Kurosawa recognizes to be his neighbors, now turned “horrifying demagogues” because of rampant rumors and outright lies that outsiders were poisoning the well water or fomenting riots. The horror is laced with absurdity. One such mob excitedly points to white chalk writing on a wall beside a well, calling it Korean code for “poison.” Kurosawa knew otherwise, because the chalk graffiti was actually his.

Fear was tearing through the city, moving people “off course” from ordinary behavior. “Fear,” Kurosawa quotes from an old saying, “peoples the darkness with monsters.” Searching for family relatives in an area close to Ueno, Kurosawa encounters a club-wielding pack who surround his father. They had spotted his full beard and assumed he was himself a foreigner. “Idiots,” he hears his father shout, and the group backs off. All the while, his older brother had been standing calmly to one side, a knowing, sarcastic look on his face. As if no act committed by a human being, however horrifying, would ever catch him by surprise.
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Days later, once the ground was still and the last of the fires were being extinguished, Kurosawa went downtown again, led there by this same brother, whose given name is Heigo. Born in 1906, he is four years older than Akira. He is and will remain the inescapable force in Kurosawa’s life. “Let’s go look at the ruins,” Heigo urges, seeming restless, even ghoulishly eager to see for himself all that the earthquake and the fires had wrought. What at first seemed to Kurosawa like a thrilling school excursion (no boring convocation ceremony, this) quickly gives way to a darker reckoning. By that time, though, it is too late to turn back. Writing his memoir many decades later, Kurosawa recognizes that this morbid adventure he had been lured into by his brother had been nothing less than “an expedition to conquer fear.”

Others were out there, too, salvaging what they could from the rubble, some looking frantically, by then mostly in vain, for survivors. A number of literati were on the scene to survey the ruins as a catastrophe they might write about. They included Akutagawa Ryunosuke, the author of the stories on which Kurosawa’s Rashomon would be based, whose life, art, and suicide trace uncanny parallels in the experiences and destiny of the brothers Kurosawa.

Just before dying, in a passage titled “Earthquake” (also from The Life of a Stupid Man), Akutagawa would give fictional voice to what remained with him from his own experience of that day:

The odor was something close to overripe apricots. Catching a hint of it as he walked through the charred ruins, he found himself thinking thoughts such as these: The smell of corpses rotting in the sun is not as bad as I would have expected. When he stood before a pond where bodies were piled on bodies, however, he discovered that the old Chinese expression, “burning the nose,” was no mere sensory exaggeration of grief and horror. What especially moved him was the corpse of a child of twelve or thirteen. He felt something like envy as he looked at it, recalling such expressions as, “Those whom the gods love die young.”

Like Akutagawa, the brothers Kurosawa would walk through the charred remains of their lost city. Kurosawa notes the strange equanimity, even the pleasure that overtook Heigo amid the acrid wreckage and the misshapen, clustered dead. He wonders what lay behind his brother’s perverse insistence that Akira, just thirteen at the time, square up and face such wrenching scenes:

I failed to understand my brother’s intentions and could only resent his forcing me to look at these awful sights. The worst was when we stood on the bank of the red-dyed Sumida River and gazed at the throng of corpses pressed against its shores. I felt my knees give way as I started to faint, but my brother grabbed me by the collar and propped me up again. He repeated, “Look carefully, Akira.”
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Drunken Angel

Even with eyes shut, Kurosawa says, the residue of that moment remained: “The scene had imprinted itself permanently on the backs of my eyelids.” What he had glimpsed outside in the sickeningly transformed city of his birth—bloated corpses bobbing in the fetid shallows—had been taken in (recall the defining image in Drunken Angel: a crater-sized cesspool filled with debris of all kinds, including a sandal and a doll that floats facedown on the noxious ooze). Even the Buddhist netherworld, Kurosawa now imagines, could not possibly contain lakes of blood as death-filled and horrific as the red-dyed river Sumida. He goes on:

I write that the Sumidagawa was dyed red, but it wasn’t a blood red. It was the same kind of light-brownish red as the rest of the landscape, a red muddied with white like the eye of a rotten fish. The corpses floating in the river were all swollen to the bursting point, and all had their anuses open like big fish mouths. Even babies still tied to their mothers’ backs looked like this. And all of them moved softly in unison on the waves of the river.

This is a world beyond color and ordinary, everyday perception. As Akira Lippit notes of the unnatural light and the draining of color after Hiroshima, everything fades toward monochrome amid the annihilation.

Then, as if the memoirist suddenly thought to look up and take a broad panning shot of what lay before him, the better to survey what if anything had survived, Kurosawa writes: “As far as the eye could see there was not a living soul. The only living things in this landscape were my brother and I. To me we seemed as small as two beans in all this vastness. Or else we, too, were dead and were standing at the gates of Hell.”

Kurosawa returned to his home that night, certain he would be unable to sleep. He awaited a procession of nightmares but instead slept soundly, which he thought so strange that he asked his brother about it. Kurosawa documents Heigo’s reply: “If you shut your eyes to a frightening sight, you end up being frightened. If you look at everything straight on, there is nothing to be afraid of.”
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When Kurosawa looked out at the ruins of Tokyo again, after the firebombings of 1945, he did so without his brother. Over a decade earlier, Kurosawa Heigo had committed double suicide with a Ginza barmaid at a hot springs inn on the Izu Peninsula. It was an all too literary, melodramatic way to die. He had been the favorite son, the academic star of the family, who abruptly left school and home behind in defiance of what was expected of him. He had certain obsessions, including Russian literature and silent film, which he shared with Akira.

This older brother would leave school in his midteens and drift until he found entry-level work in the movie industry. He wrote chirashi, or occasional notes, for early film programs and magazines from the age of fifteen, then started his climb up the ranks. Shortly after the earthquake, Heigo would find a mentor who gave him basic voice training and subsequently a referral. Thus began his career as a benshi, one of the live narrators who were featured performers at silent films of the day, their status in Japan rivaling that of even famous movie actors and actresses. By the late 1920s, Heigo had achieved a precocious notoriety in this profession and cultivated his own devoted following at the theatres where he performed.

Then, as quickly as he had risen, Heigo fell. Sound technology had arrived by the early 1930s, rendering his skill obsolete. He became a strike leader but was fighting a rearguard, losing battle against the studios to keep the “talkies” at bay. Soon Heigo was out of the public eye and adrift again, like a ronin (or masterless samurai, like the “seven samurai,” who are, strictly speaking, ronin). It is the role several observers claim was the one best suited to his character. His younger brother, who idolized and feared him, would follow Heigo down most every strange path he took. At the end, he followed him to that Izu hot springs inn to help their father bring Heigo’s corpse back to Tokyo.

Kurosawa would write that this brother was “irreplaceable” for him, his story one he didn’t want to tell.

Recall, though, that opening sequence in Rashomon. Because by the third and fourth camera setup, as we are taking in the ruined gate from several vantages, human forms become recognizable beneath the twisted wreckage. There are just two of them. Elsewhere, as far as the eye can see, there is no landscape, no other signs of life.

No wonder Kurosawa was appalled by accusations from certain critics at the time, charging that Rashomon won the Venice Golden Lion for its exoticism and had seduced a Western audience with a tale tricked out in lush costumes set in an Oriental past. Because Rashomon’s landscape, in its stark, apocalyptic dimensions—the world all gone, except for this shattered remnant—comes to us from no such place.

Instead, it brings us face-to-face with Kurosawa’s vision of the modern world, indeed of a city—his city—the one he twice saw vanish. He surveyed its destruction once with his brother. Then, as a filmmaker in the postwar period, without his brother except in spirit, he returned to face the ruins and draw a strength from them, again and again.
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Beginnings (A Stray Dog Story)
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Heigo (left) and Akira as children

In twentieth century Japan, the first work of art called Rashomon dates to 1915, a short story written by Akutagawa Ryunosuke, just twenty-three at the time, who would catapult to an early but lasting fame. In 1927, motivated by what he called “a vague anxiety,” Akutagawa ended his life at the age of thirty-five, in what still numbers among the most significant Japanese literary events of the modern period. It is possible that as a very young boy, Kurosawa had read Akutagawa’s story. It is certain that he knew of its author by the time of the suicide, so far as Akutagawa had come to symbolize the stunning expressive possibilities, as well as the convulsions and apprehensions, concentrated in Tokyo in the 1920s.

By the time Kurosawa was ready to make a period film in the postwar era and to use Akutagawa’s literary work as a starting point, we should consider that the “period” he really means to investigate is not buried deep in prehistory. Rather, it corresponds to one through which Akutagawa himself and Kurosawa’s brother Heigo had lived and died, and that marked the period of Kurosawa’s own birth and upbringing. In other words, the time Kurosawa most deeply enters in the period film Rashomon belongs to a personal past, riven on the one hand by loss and by a survivor’s shame and confusion, and on the other by the experimental spirit that surged across the post-earthquake cultural scene.

Kurosawa Akira was born in Tokyo on March 23, 1910, the last of eight Kurosawa children. At the time of his birth, six siblings were still alive. He made seven. There could have been four, or five, or eight samurai, but there are, precisely, seven. The foundling taken home by the woodcutter at the end of Rashomon will join the six children he already has and become his seventh. We will return to this, because the circumstances of Kurosawa’s life and certain events in the films he would make traffic in loaded numbers.

His birth year is notable for other events. After its startling earlier victories in two foreign wars, against China in 1894–1895 and Russia in 1904–1905, Japan annexed Korea in 1910. This signaled an expansion of the nation’s colonizing ambitions beyond the evident rewards of conquest and the commercial development already begun on the Chinese mainland and in Taiwan. The Taigyaku Jiken, or Great Treason Incident of 1910, led to a notorious trial and to the execution the following year of the anarchist Kotoku Shusui. It exposed a government and a judiciary all too ready to eliminate unruly elements or challenges to its oligarchic rule. The overreach at this time—the widely perceived violation of procedural rights and the extremity of the verdict—would help ignite social movements of resistance in Japan over the first two decades of Kurosawa’s life. The radicalism of Osugi Sakae was seeded here, as was the rise of the proletarian movement, which Akira, at eighteen, would himself join.

Kurosawa’s earliest years corresponded also to the emergence of cinema as an increasingly popular form of entertainment, especially in Japan’s capital. Beginning in 1903 with the Denkikan in Asakusa, whose performance space was devoted to the projection of moving pictures, theatres dedicated to film sprang up throughout Tokyo, including in the area around Oimachi, near where the Kurosawa family lived in the early 1910s and where Kurosawa says he began seeing American serials as a very young child, often in the company of his family.

Doubtless his later memories of this period are colored by the impact of film on perception, something shared not just among cineastes or those who would become professionally involved with filmmaking, but also with the populace at large, including writers, among them Akutagawa. Rey Chow has called this effect “technologized visuality,” arguing further that it proved irresistible for writers who hoped to record the speed and the sudden “cuts” of modernity in their own prose.

For example, here is an early passage from Kurosawa’s memoir, a visually loaded recollection of an incident that occurred well before he entered nursery school, involving a dog, a tram, and his family:

The location is a streetcar crossing. On the other side of the tracks and closed railway crossing gate are my father, mother, and siblings. I stand alone on this side. Between my side and my family’s a white dog scampers back and forth across the tracks, wagging his tail. Then, after he has repeated this action several times and is just heading back in my direction, the train suddenly hurtles past. Right before my eyes, the white dog tumbles down, neatly split in half. The body of the instantly killed beast was round and bright red, like a tuna sliced crossways for sashimi.

The scene is intensely cinematic, as we might expect from a seventy-year-old memoirist who is also a world-class filmmaker, as he transcribes this early trauma. Here is a storyboard of sorts, picturing for us in words one of his earliest memories—a sighting of a “stray dog”—the first but surely not the last of its kind. Taking both animal and human form, such a character would reappear in countless Kurosawa films, Norainu (Stray Dog, 1949) being just the most obvious stray.

The visual field in the scene above is prevailingly monochromatic. Indeed, it is a composition in white, until a blotch of color is shockingly injected into the scene. The child’s repulsion is keyed to color, for obvious reasons. Kurosawa will declare color (red) to be off-limits, going on to describe how it altered even his later eating habits (no tuna sashimi until he is well past thirty). Further, this spectacle comes to us by way of a machine. Not an editing machine as such, the streetcar nevertheless splices the scampering dog. Life in white motion, the cut, then two red pieces.

Film historians have long noted the anachronistic elements of Kurosawa’s editing technique, especially his marked reliance on an outmoded way of transitioning between scenes. It is known from its wide use in early filmmaking as the “hard-edged wipe.” Compared to a fade-out or a dissolve, it is a more dynamic, attention-getting maneuver, by which the editor snatches one side of the frame before our eyes, then drags the figures on it toward one or another edge of the screen, clearing the way for the next frame and another set of figures.

As a small boy, Kurosawa may or may not have witnessed the accident he transcribes. But we have little reason to doubt that he once stumbled upon something that nearly resembled it (say, the exposed innards of a run-over animal on the street). What this word scene dramatizes, though, is the process whereby memory is keyed to perception. A further point is that the perceived site of violence—where it is recollected or reconstructed—is inherently dramatic. As Kurosawa will elsewhere say: “The clarity of my memory seems to improve in direct proportion to the intensity of shock I underwent.”

The “hard-edged wipe” of the tram, in its association with a terrifying scene, ignited the perception of a child and left an enduring impression in the adult Kurosawa’s memory. The hard-edged wipe of the camera gave Kurosawa, analogously, a way to punctuate the smooth flow of the story with a dramatic cut into the action, making both the edges of each frame and the imagery inside them all the more vivid and memorable.
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There is an intriguing ancillary storyline that he attached to this stray dog memory. After the incident, Kurosawa’s family tried to compensate for his shock by bringing home dog after dog as a possible pet. Exasperated, Kurosawa identifies each of them to have been a white dog. Far from taking his mind off the traffic accident, these substitutes just kept the killing alive. He protests: “Whenever I was shown a white dog I would fly into a mad rage, crying and screaming, ‘No! No! . . . Wouldn’t it have been better to bring me a black dog?” In either case, the world of substitutions for the lost life would be one seen as white, or black.

Over time, film historians and film industry insiders came to understand that Kurosawa was a restless craftsman, among the most innovative Japanese filmmakers of his generation. Strangely, he seems the one most fixated on the black-and-white films of the 1920s and early 1930s. He never made a film in the silent era, as had Ozu or Mizoguchi, each of whom were making color films by the 1950s. Yet Kurosawa’s Rashomon reveals, in many of its parts, how stubbornly he was in pursuit of a cinematic style that would capture the feverish mood of that earlier time (during which, of course, his brother Heigo had risen to prominence as a film narrator). This was an enabling obsession for Kurosawa, however. It produced a body of work of epic magnitude, unequaled in scale by any director of his time, or even by his own later color films.

Consider this curious fact of cinematic history. Long after movies in color became an aesthetic possibility and were commercially viable, even desirable in Japan (films being able to project color images that the rapidly spreading TV box still could not), and after the older and culturally more conservative Ozu and Mizoguchi had themselves adapted to the color medium, Kurosawa made one black-and-white feature after the other, all through the 1940s, the 1950s—when color was making serious inroads—and even through the color-saturated 1960s. Of the thirty films Kurosawa would direct, twenty-three, from Sanshiro Sugata (1943) through to Red Beard (1965), are in black-and-white. In quantity and in quality, they overwhelm the later, sporadic color productions, despite whatever scenic splendors those films possess. They may even have kept at bay deep-running personal anxieties. Not long after Kurosawa made Dodeskaden in 1970, his first attempt at color, he tried to kill himself—as if he had betrayed something, or someone.

We will return to this, while for now keeping in mind, as he did, how the life and death of that first stray dog became a composition in black and white.
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In the late 1970s, as Kurosawa was entering his seventh decade, he started to write his memoir, an autobiographical piece he would publish in Japanese and in English over the next several years. Such a chronicle about oneself is known in Japanese as a jiden. Not quite fiction, it is nevertheless a way of writing Japanese prose that often strays from flat description. A jiden allows the author—the main character in this genre—to “stage” certain episodes of his life, especially those integral to growing up, drawing attention to their special place in memory. This way of writing about the self only became a widespread phenomenon in Japan following the literary reforms of the 1880s.

It is no surprise, then, that throughout this chronicle about his youth, Kurosawa would reveal his indebtedness to a range of modern writers, from Higuchi Ichiyo to Kunikida Doppo, Natsume Soseki to Akutagawa Ryunosuke. They were all born on the cusp or in the Meiji era (1868–1912), as Kurosawa was himself. He makes no conscious presumption of being their equal as a writer. But he does signal an awareness that his project is very much in line with an inward, self-exploratory streak that runs deep in modern Japanese stories, going back over one hundred years.

The literary reform movements of the 1880s in Japan were wide-ranging and wrought changes in every genre of writing. The reforms extended to the literary language itself. To be modern, it was widely debated at the time, writers could not just keep piling up polished sentences. Such a literary style was sufficient, perhaps, for Lady Murasaki’s eleventh century court romances or for the poet-traveler Basho’s seventeenth century lyrical landscapes. But someone living through the serial turbulence of the modern age would require something more. The sudden “opening” of a long isolated country, ushered in by Commodore Perry’s Black Ships, by “unequal treaty” signings, and by a steady stream of translated novels giving readers a seductive sense of how modern life was being lived in Paris or London or St. Petersburg, demanded an opening in literary expression itself.

The first urgency became to tell stories that seemed grounded in reality, less so in literary form. This would require plainer diction, perhaps a simpler syntax, and, above all, characters who did not seem like types—shining princes or star-crossed lovers—but more like flesh-and-blood human beings who were living now. And the place to find such characters, as writers and their readers came by consensus to decide, would be in the personal, confessional voice of the writer. It was as if in a world in constant flux, when even the emperor is photographed wearing a Western-style uniform, anything outward was not to be trusted and only inner feelings—however small-minded or shame-filled—held sway.

Thus, by the 1880s and through these literary reforms, a new kind of Japanese writing was taking shape. From this time on, the thoughts and feelings of a troubled youth—uprooted from the past and uncertain about the future—became the very signature of what it meant to be a modern writer in Japan. It may not be just a coincidence that the first film Kurosawa ever made, Sanshiro Sugata (1943), is set in the Meiji period, indeed in the 1880s, and features a youth who doesn’t know himself or where he properly belongs.

In writing his version of an autobiography, which he called Gama no abura, Kurosawa took on a confessional author’s identity. It is one he doubtless nurtured long before he sat down to write this memoir. The title, which might be translated The Oily Sweat of an Anxious Toad, sounds at first self-deprecatory, but it is also arch and even parodistically “literary.” It refers to a hoary Taoist legend, which by the nineteenth century in Japan would become a staple of vaudeville comedy in rakugo performance. The star of the show is a deformed toad, placed in a mirror-lined box, which grows so anxious over its multiple reflections that it oozes an oily sweat, which in turn is prized for its touted “medicinal” properties (we note that Kurosawa and his crew deployed an array of reflectors and mirrors to cast light onto the forest action in Rashomon, with its multiple “reflections” of what happened there).

Gama no abura—the English version carries the rather less flamboyant title Something Like an Autobiography—is the richest, most complex, if not necessarily a factually precise account of Kurosawa’s personal life, at least from the time of his birth until the making of Rashomon. It contains a number of highly wrought, dramatically charged passages. After Heigo’s suicide, Kurosawa would call his brother a “failed writer,” as if writing might have been his salvation. And Kurosawa took evident pride in his ability to write film scenarios—he often refers to them as “books.” As noted, Kurosawa repeatedly emphasized that the visuals and montage were not the genesis of a film story but that a scenario was, especially one that did not dissociate itself from its roots in literature.

The family drama plays large in his self-chronicle, in ways it seldom does in Kurosawa’s films, at least on the surface. But not all family members have equivalently significant roles. Curiously, his parents are cast as largely background characters, seldom seen close up. More often they appear in far to middle distance, the way parents often emerge in Natsume Soseki’s writings, and Akutagawa’s, too. But the role of siblings, and especially that of a brother, like the role of a stray dog, comes dramatically, and repeatedly, to the fore.

Indeed, after the dog incident, the next powerful memory that Kurosawa will record also happens to be a violent one: “a scene in which my brother is carried home with his head wrapped in blood-soaked bandages.” It is the first mention in the autobiography of this brother, “four years older,” likely in second grade at the time, whom we will come to know as Kurosawa Heigo, the prodigal son and tragic benshi.

At a physical education class held in the yard of their Kuroda grammar school, Heigo had ventured out along a high balance beam and been blown off it by a gust of wind. We observe the verticality of the scene as the author renders it, especially given Kurosawa’s emphasis as a director on visual compositions and camera movements that trace strong vertical or slashing diagonal lines (in contrast to those of Ozu or Mizoguchi, who favor horizontal movements). Such imagery aligns itself, too, with similar expressions of cultural danger or angst across the modernizing world of the nineteenth century onward, ranging from Ibsen’s The Master Builder to Akutagawa’s The Life of a Stupid Man. The latter’s autobiographical antihero, in a maneuver akin to Ibsen’s doomed protagonist, will climb high on the ladders at that Maruzen bookstore, hoping to reach the heights of the translated greats—Dostoevsky, Strindberg, Baudelaire, Nietzsche—all the while fearing an Icarus-like fall.

Kurosawa will turn this incident of his bloodied brother into an occasion to reflect more broadly on his high-strung family. The youngest of his older sisters, Momoyo, on seeing Heigo’s injury, which she took to be of life-threatening gravity, impulsively cried out, “Let me die in his place!” This melodramatic outburst from his favorite sister, herself doomed to die young, leads Kurosawa to a rueful admission near the very start of his memoir about what it was like growing up in such a home and atmosphere. A genetic fatalism creeps into his summary of this incident: “It seems I come from a line that is overly emotional and deficient in reason. People have often praised us as sensitive and generous, but we appear to me to have a measure of sentimentality and absurdity in our blood.”

Yet heredity doesn’t have much of a determining role to play in Kurosawa’s memoir, despite occasional reminders that he is descended on his father’s side from samurai or that a prevailing stoicism and martial discipline guide the family’s conduct. In fact, it is his father whom Kurosawa identifies as the sentimentalist, giving as an example a visit he paid to his parents, who were spending time with relatives at the Kurosawa ancestral home in the Akita region of Tohoku. Kurosawa’s stay would be brief. As his Tokyo-bound train pulls away from the station, he looks back and catches his father gazing wistfully down the tracks as the distance between them widens. Meanwhile, Kurosawa’s mother, also in that scene when it started, is nowhere in sight, having abruptly exited the station as soon as the train took off.

After giving us that scene of his brother’s fall and the bloody bandages, Kurosawa will sharply transition, as if he were making a hard-edged wipe in prose, to recall it was around this time that he saw his first motion picture, though he is in doubt about exactly what film he saw. Was it an American slapstick comedy? Or the one featuring a prison escape (Victorin Jasset’s immensely popular and long-running Zigomar had been released in Japan the year after Kurosawa was born)? He does recollect the atmosphere of the theatre, in the Aomono Yokocho district close to his home in Shinagawa, and the carpeted section of the upstairs balcony, “the whole family sitting on the floor Japanese style to watch the show.”

What becomes clearer as this jiden tracks through Kurosawa’s memories of these early years is that he, Kurosawa Akira, is the real sentimentalist in the family. As for the reckless “absurdity” allegedly running through the family line: it surfaces in his own generation, too, almost like a mutation, embodied in the uncommon force that is Heigo, his older brother.
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Kurosawa’s first family home was near Oimachi, in the Oomori section of Shinagawa ward, quite close to Namidabashi—the Bridge of Tears—so named because it led to one of the city’s most infamous public execution grounds of the Tokugawa period (1603–1867). Like much of eastern and parts of southern Tokyo, proximate to canals or to Tokyo Bay, his neighborhood was built on reclamation land. His father, Kurosawa Isamu, was a graduate of the Toyama Military Academy, founded by the government in 1873 to augment traditional fighting methods with Western-style military training. The nation was turning outward, bracing for battles with foreign forces. There was a felt need to master modern fighting techniques and introduce technologies for the making of mechanized weaponry. Curiously, the same technology used in target sights for modern weapons went into the making of the earliest film cameras and their lenses (an irony perhaps unconsciously acknowledged by a director who once made a propaganda film, The Most Beautiful, featuring the manufacture of such optics for use in long-range aerial or artillery combat). Reliance on the samurai spirit and the sword would no longer be enough, now that Japan had moved into the sights of the expansionist Western powers.

By way of analogy, over the years that span Kurosawa’s lifetime, a literature reliant on words—the “sword,” if you will, of Japanese storytelling—would slowly yield its place of pride to machine-driven filmic tales and, more recently, to digital media.

The cult of the samurai paradoxically took hold during an age when warriors had stopped fighting. After almost four centuries of unremitting clan-based warfare, the Tokugawa era is notable for its domestic peace, if one maniacally enforced by the shogun’s strict surveillance tactics. The Kurosawa family traced its ancestral roots to samurai turned landowners, long resident in a rural area in the eastern part of Akita Prefecture (adjacent to a region devastated by the tsunami of March 2011 and by the lingering effects of the Fukushima nuclear disaster). As noted, Kurosawa’s father was born there, before moving to Tokyo after the Meiji Restoration. He would become a teacher and later a director of physical education at a lower school affiliated with the military academy where he had trained. The sports he taught included the traditional martial arts. Kurosawa relates how pleased his father was when he finally took up kendo—fencing with wooden staves.

But his father seems even better known for his efforts to add Western sports to the standard curriculum. He played an instrumental role in making baseball a more central part of physical education, not just in the secondary school system but in sports culture generally in Japan. Kurosawa will lament that the many testimonials to his father’s accomplishments in this area were destroyed in the Tokyo air raids.

Kurosawa further claimed that his first screenplay, also lost, took baseball as its theme. And he repeatedly declared, even at the height of his career, almost as a boast, that he intended to make a baseball film, just as he promised he would make a bigger and better Rashomon in color, or that the period film he really wanted to make, the one that near the end of his life he says he regretted most not making, was one based on Japan’s greatest warrior epic The Tale of the Heike. This episodic, originally oral narrative is set in the same late twelfth century as is Rashomon, a period marked by earthquake, famine, and war, much like Kurosawa’s own time.

Interestingly, although his baseball screenplay is lost, Kurosawa didn’t give up entirely on this sport his father had championed. In Stray Dog, amid their hunt for the middleman who traffics in stolen ration cards and stolen guns, the detectives find themselves at a baseball game in Korakuen Stadium, near to a school where Kurosawa’s father had once taught. And for an extended period—nearly ten minutes of running time—our attention is split between action on the field and behavior in the stands. While Kurosawa is splicing documentary with dramatic footage, we find ourselves going back and forth: from scenes of players warming up and running the base paths, to hawkers selling ice cream, to fans screaming and mopping their brows under the bright afternoon sun. It is as if the film had taken a break from its film noir–like game of detection to indulge its director’s private sentimentalism regarding baseball and its ties to his family past (the elderly detective will later chastise his younger colleague for being too sentimental toward the criminal).

Baseball is in play again in Ikiru. Early in the film, as the old man tries to secure his front door for the night, he will use a baseball bat as a brace. This simple, seemingly routine action triggers on this night the second of that film’s extended flashback sequences. He will recall the game when his son, from whom he is now estranged, got a key hit, only to be picked off base within seconds. The momentarily proud father slumps back down, humiliated.

And in One Wonderful Sunday, the film Naruse Mikio thought to be Kurosawa’s grittiest and most carnal, the young lovers wander forlornly through the city, too poor to go to a concert or to a nice restaurant. But as they pass by one of those debris-filled, bombed-out lots strewn everywhere in Kurosawa’s films of postwar life, they come upon neighborhood children playing baseball. It is a sight so inspiring to the hapless man that he rushes over to join in, suddenly rejuvenated.

As for Kurosawa’s other “intended” project, a remake of Rashomon in color: the much later made, floridly colorful Ran does feature an imposing castle structure, intact at first but headed toward ruin, which will eventually go up in bright red flames. This adaptation of King Lear, however, yields far less dramatic complexity than what Kurosawa had drawn from Akutagawa’s spare, twisted stories. Perhaps it is because a drama about a father and his progeny—a cross-generational struggle—just interested him less. Ikiru, for example, seems perfectly set up to explore oedipal strife between the dying old man and his son angling for his inheritance. Yet this becomes at most a minor subplot of that great film about a dead man walking and his coming back to life.

Curiously enough, given his brother’s profession as a film narrator, Kurosawa’s favorite classic and the one he most “regrets” not having made into a film, The Tale of the Heike, is itself rooted in an oral tradition. These tales began as a sung narrative, borne along by mendicant chanters long before they were written down. Featured here are wars and natural calamities, exile and a culture on the run. Repeatedly, in the wake of every disaster or defeat in battle, the tale will draw out certain Buddhist lessons: of the impermanence of worldly things, of the necessary fall of the proud and mighty. Many episodes highlight alliances but also treachery between warriors. The most famous instance of such treachery involves warriors who are also brothers—surely not lost on Kurosawa, given the intensity and ambivalence of his own fraternal relations, as we will see.

From this we can fairly assume that Kurosawa, without ever making a movie by that name, inserted pieces of The Tale of the Heike into almost everything he ever made. Large structural elements of this medieval epic will make their way first into The Men Who Tread on Tiger’s Tails, then Rashomon, Seven Samurai, and Throne of Blood, as well as into the later color vehicle about doppelganger brothers, Kagemusha (Shadow Warrior), with its remarkable, self-reflexive line: “The shadow of a man can never desert that man. I was my brother’s shadow. Now that I have lost him, it is as though I am nothing.”

Undeniably, Kurosawa was quite conscious and proud of his samurai heritage. He will even reach back to the eleventh century and the murkier origins of the family to observe its connection to the legendary warrior class. He identifies as his ancestor one known to history, the side-switching warlord Abe Sadato, who would fight with and then against the Minamoto clan for control in northern Honshu, until finally he was captured and beheaded (one of his several sons would take the name Kurosawa). His father’s eldest sister and Kurosawa’s favorite, “Aunt Togashi,” had married into another storied samurai family, that of a border captain whose role in history was immortalized in the famous kabuki play Kanjincho. Kurosawa would adapt this play for his purposes in the last film he embarked on at the end of the war, The Men Who Tread on the Tiger’s Tail, which the Japanese censors suppressed, alleging it took a flippant view of history and made a mockery of the classical hero Yoshitsune. (The American Occupation censors would suppress it again, on the grounds that such period films were guided by a “feudal” mentality.)

But beyond declaiming the fact of the family’s ancestral class status or his father’s stalwart commitment to physical education, Kurosawa leaves much else about Isamu’s life strangely obscure. For example, his father would have been of age and, being a graduate of the military academy, would likely have been prepared to serve in combat. Yet Kurosawa makes no mention of his fighting in either the Sino–Japanese War or the Russo-Japanese War, or the reasons he did not. Nor are there scenes that demonstrate his skill level, much less a standout performance, at any sport or martial art he ever taught or championed. We don’t hear much either about how the Kurosawa family fell on hard times and kept moving their domicile, each time “to one smaller and shabbier than the last,” until finally an older sister’s financial support becomes necessary for the household’s survival.

Kurosawa’s portrayal of his father comes into slightly better focus when the subject turns to cinema. Isamu is reputed to have been a strict and demanding parent, especially, as we will see, because of the high expectations he once had for the brilliant Heigo. But Kurosawa’s father was exceedingly indulgent in one area that would have unforeseen consequences for both of his sons’ careers down the line. Though an educator at a time when many in that profession regarded moving pictures to be a decadent, corrupting medium, he liked films and encouraged his children to see them. Kurosawa claims that one of his earliest film memories was of seeing D. W. Griffith’s Intolerance in the company of his father at a nearby movie theatre, the Ushigomekan in Kagurazaka. As it happens, it is the theatre where Heigo would get his start as a live narrator in 1925.

Kurosawa’s mother, given name Shima, was not of samurai stock, but came from an Osaka-based merchant family. Later in life Kurosawa would claim he lacked any real understanding or appreciation of merchant culture, despite his mother’s background. Nor did he show any sustained interest in kabuki—he routinely compares it unfavorably to Noh drama—although it was the theatrical form produced by and for the merchant class. In adulatory if somewhat clichéd terms, he portrays his mother as a Confucian paragon of wifely virtue, an “impossibly heroic creature” or else “a gentle soul” in the face of the constant demands placed on her by her husband, a “military man” of the Meiji era. Kurosawa captures her expression, tight-lipped and stoic, as she receives the news of her older son’s suicide. Whatever emotionalism ran in the family, Kurosawa plainly saw his mother as more of a realist whose feelings inclined in another direction.

Yet Kurosawa never gets around to acknowledging in his chronicle that his mother was the second wife that Isamu married, or that she was the birth mother of only the youngest five Kurosawa children, he being her last. It is a puzzling omission, but not the only one we come upon in this memoir as it unfolds. Even the most important “other” character here, his older brother Heigo, will fall subject to the author’s way of telling a story, but not the whole story, as he writes about his past and his family life. Perhaps he did so out of reticence, or shame, or motives more tangled still.

Although Kurosawa took evident satisfaction in having samurai forebears, and recounts several youthful incidents involving swimming, kendo, track meets, or other such athletic activities, there are relatively few episodes in Kurosawa’s memoir that highlight acts of patent physical courage. Ironically, one of the most memorable is attributed to his mother, this daughter not of samurai but of Osaka merchants:

During the war there was a popular song called “Father, You Were Strong,” but I want to say, “Mother, You Were Strong.” My mother’s strength lay particularly in her endurance. I remember an amazing example. It happened when she was deep-frying tempura in the kitchen one day. The oil in the pot caught fire. Before it could ignite anything else, she proceeded to pick up the pot with both hands—while her eyebrows and eyelashes were singed to crinkled wisps—walk calmly across the tatami-mat room, properly put on her clogs at the garden door and carry the flaming pot out to the center of the garden to set it down.
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We might recall that in Rashomon, the one character who wields a blade with conviction and lethal authority is the woman. The two men cross swords with intent, but not with assurance or grace, and often are depicted as buffoons who can barely hold the weapon in their hands (the only time the samurai is resolute is when he plunges a dagger into his own chest), whereas the samurai’s wife advances, possessed, toward the husband who has turned on her, the knife in her grip, pointed straight toward this man she will later “confess” to killing. And in Seven Samurai, amid other displays of bravery to be sure, one of the most highly dramatized such acts is that of the dying farm mother. Speared through the back, mortally wounded, she manages to carry her son from the flames of their burning farmhouse, stumbling through shallow water and past a waterwheel on fire, all to save her child.

In his self-portrayal as a picked-on crybaby at school and, after a very slow start, as a better-performing if never a superior student, Kurosawa also depicts himself as an eager though not quite a talented athlete. The several episodes of his derring-do on the baseball field, or at a track meet, or using his kendo skills to fight off some neighborhood bullies, are offset by an almost equal number that admit to a weak physique and lack of upper body strength. Kurosawa will claim to be a good swimmer, though not compared to Heigo, who had earned “a white bathing cap with a black triangle on it” for his “first-rate over-arm crawl.” He recounts an early swim test of sorts, of being in a boat Heigo rowed to the middle of the Arakawa River, then being flung overboard. Kurosawa struggles to stay afloat and to flail his way back toward the boat, which Heigo kept rowing away from him. Only as he begins to sink below the surface does his brother haul him up. Later, on their way home, eating shaved ice, Heigo casually remarks, “Akira, it’s true that drowning people die smiling. You were.” This angered Kurosawa, though he had to agree with his brother, so far as he remembered feeling “a strangely peaceful sensation just before I went under.” (The old man in Ikiru will recall a similar drowning episode in his childhood, spotting his parents on the shoreline, too far away to be of any help.)

This is not to discount Kurosawa’s enthusiasm for swimming, baseball, or kendo—all to be replaced by fishing and golf in later years—or to deny that it contributed to his competitive streak, something Kurosawa used to duel with envious peers, niggling critics, or obtuse studio producers throughout his filmmaking career. But his kendo training as a schoolboy and his pride in being of samurai lineage didn’t turn Kurosawa himself into a warrior or make him take up either sword or gun during the war.

Throughout the 1930s, as the conflict on the continent intensified and the Japanese Empire was fatefully expanding, many in the film industry were being drafted into service. They included Yamanaka Sadao, a period film specialist whom Kurosawa admired for his irreverent take on the classics and cultural stereotypes, including samurai. Yamanaka would die at the age of twenty-nine in Manchuria. Ozu Yasujiro, too, served three years in the army, at first attached to a chemical weapons division that was deployed to Shanghai in 1937, then to Nanjing the year following (where he met Yamanaka just before the latter succumbed to dysentery). Mifune Toshiro, who would figure so decisively as an actor in Kurosawa’s postwar work, from Drunken Angel through to the last black-and-white film, Red Beard (1965), was born in Tsingtao and raised in Dalian, serving in the army in Manchuria as an aerial photographer during the war.

Meanwhile, Kurosawa, about to be conscripted in 1930, was granted another “reprieve.” This time it came by way of a deferment, arranged by an army officer who had trained with his father. Reporting for the draft, when asked his occupation, Kurosawa offers a half-truth, saying he is an artist, not mentioning the bit about his proletarian connections. Clearly, the officer means to protect Kurosawa. He takes notice of the twenty-year-old’s tall but ungainly appearance and weak posture, and proceeds to sign a form classifying the youth unfit for military service. Kurosawa offers no apology or protest that such an exceptional thing was done for him, just gratitude to the officer, his father’s acquaintance, for giving him yet another reprieve and the chance to do something else with his life during the war. He would later say the deferment spared him from certain death.

The enfant terrible of postwar Japanese literature, Mishima Yukio, was spared under similar circumstances. Unlike Kurosawa, though, he created an entire oeuvre out of his yearning for the “sacred death” that was denied to him, and would end his life with a seppuku meant to reenact one. Note that there is not a single scene of ritual suicide—the “honorable” death of a samurai—in any film Kurosawa ever made. Whatever Kurosawa did for his country, during the war or after it, he did so as a filmmaker, and not with a warrior’s sword.

We do well to keep this military deferment in mind, along with his mother’s act of physical bravery, as we puzzle through the ways Kurosawa will come to represent heroism on screen. It is assumed that Kurosawa was not given to “home drama,” or movies about family life, in the way that Ozu was. It is a further given that Kurosawa was a director who featured men, unlike Mizoguchi, who is known as a feministo for his portrayal of women. But the examples offered above, far from the only ones as we will see, should complicate this received wisdom about how Kurosawa represents women but also men. They also point toward where we will likely find and how we will come to recognize the truly heroic characters in the films he embarked on in the immediate postwar period.


5

Confessions
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When we first encounter the woodcutter and the priest, sheltered from the rain under the gate in Rashomon, they present themselves as witnesses who have heard things, seen things, even done things for which they feel shame and confusion. Once the drifter joins them on this storytelling stage and proves an eager if cynical listener, the confessions begin. Indeed, the visual movement and the “action” in Rashomon are predicated on voice—the embodied presence of a storyteller and his audience. The words spoken and heard at the gate cue us to the cuts away from this time and place. Upon hearing them, we flash back to hear still more confessions in the courtyard, which in turn lead us further back, into the forest, for serial reenactments of the crime.

At the beginning, at the end, and repeatedly throughout Rashomon, Kurosawa will regather us at the gate, let us warm ourselves by the makeshift fire, and give us shelter to reflect on what we have just seen and heard. In this way, we are reminded of how conscious Kurosawa was in making Rashomon about his own role as both storyteller and witness. Camouflaged by its period façade and costumed staging, Rashomon is also a personal film, with its own confessional elements. It features a director willing to interrogate himself and his chosen medium, alert to assertions of ego, never more so than while he tries to recreate or accidentally discovers when editing something that cuts close to an actual life experience.

Like Fellini’s 8½, about a director lost inside his “sci-fi meets Tower of Babel” extravaganza, fearful he might have “nothing to say,” Kurosawa’s Rashomon seems to frame a remote crime story, set at a distance in an exotic past, but instead keeps returning us to the storyteller, as if the crime were nearer to hand or even one of his own making. As we know, the contradictory retellings of the crime will accumulate to the point where they frustrate our attempt to pinpoint a criminal or to arrive at a comfortable understanding about what Rashomon really means. This artful tale about a well-born lady and her samurai husband, confronted by a notorious brigand, all in “period” Oriental costumes, and about what happened to them, once upon a time, is accompanied by still another, even more shadow-filled story about what Kurosawa is telling us about himself.

Visually, to a degree far beyond anything he had attempted in his earlier films, Kurosawa’s Rashomon gives us stunning shots and compositions for our eyes to follow, especially in the “remembered” forest crime scenes: a maiden, her white horse, and a limpid stream; the bandit, streaking on horseback across the horizon line at dusk; the sun, like a giant eyeball, peering down through an oculus cut into the canopy of trees; the beautiful actors, as an ensemble, all backlit and shadow-framed and looming before us in magnificent close-ups, like movie stars of old, no matter the farcicality or the fakery behind their agonies and ecstasies.

There is so much in Rashomon for us to see. But Kurosawa also alerts us, by his many contradictory flashbacks, that there were things we evidently missed, that slipped by us while we were taking in the scenery, enjoying the ride back to some fanciful golden age. In this way, he challenges us and makes us question not just what we see in a film like Rashomon, but what we don’t see. How many times must we return to the “same” crime scene or to witnesses whose truth and lies will never be sorted out before we find ourselves back at the gate, at the beginning, with the woodcutter shaking his head and telling us in as many words that a once familiar world now lies on some other side, beyond comprehension? He sounds like Kurosawa, whose work begins by facing a fear: that nothing human beings create, inhabit, or destroy falls inside the borders of what we think we know.

We need not be surprised, then, when Kurosawa concludes his autobiography by saying that he can’t move beyond Rashomon and on into his life, because his films are built not just from contemporaneous experience and newfound techniques (for example, his later adoption of multiple cameras or of widescreen) so much as from charged memories of past events and of loss, which ground his creativity. In that sense, beyond the four primary witnesses in Rashomon, we have a fifth witness in Kurosawa himself. “All of my films,” Kurosawa wrote, “circle around the problem of the self—a project launched in Meiji but strangled by the same feudal remnants that also led us into war and that even now still remains.”

On the evidence, the self he needed to interrogate, the “life” he suddenly discovered in the editing room, is traceable to experiences bound to his childhood and youth. Of course childhood is where Fellini went too, to find the Saraghina of his carnal imaginings or a grandmother checking on her brood, shuffling past the embers of a fireplace late at night. Such recollected “sites of intimacy,” as Bachelard might have called them, can be startling when they surface. Doubtless they had an effect on Kurosawa that made him “shudder,” watching his own film take shape like a silent film of old and listening for voices, among them the voice of his own brother.

In such ways, from deep inside the rain and the monumental ruins, do two small specks of childhood memory come into view in the opening shots of Rashomon. Or like the two desperate horse riders in Throne of Blood, who are trying to reach a castle but keep plunging in and out of a ghostly fog, the brothers Kurosawa appear and disappear, between the light and the darkness of these black-and-white films, surrounded by the shadows of a collective but also of a personal past.
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Throne of Blood
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As Kurosawa’s story of growing up unfolds, his memoir moves out into public spaces, conventional routines spiked with memorable incidents. Many of these occur at one or another of the schools he earliest attended, or else en route to school, such as the literary discoveries he made as he walked in the shadow of the long red brick wall of the armory. There is drama, too, at home. But the focus remains on the siblings, and seldom do parents or adults appear to be at the center of it.

During the first seven years of his life, while the family still lived in Shinagawa, near Oimachi, Kurosawa entered nursery school and started elementary school in the same neighborhood. He attended the posh Morimura Gakuen, founded by the Meiji period trading merchant Morimura Ichizaemon, whose far-flung manufacturing activities—from tableware to toilets—led to companies known globally today as Noritake and Toto. This school had adopted Western, especially Germanic, modes of instruction as well as foreign notions of proper student dress: strictly Western-style uniforms, featuring jackets with lapels, leather shoes, and leather knapsacks. The boys, too, in a nod to elite European schools and bourgeois family practices, were allowed to wear their hair long.

All of this would prove to be in humiliating contrast to how students dressed at Kuroda Elementary, which Kurosawa started to attend as a second grader. The family seems never to have been on secure financial footing. Several adults plus seven children were trying to subsist on a civil servant’s meager salary, with little family inheritance attached to its ex-samurai status. The Kurosawa clan had moved by then from Shinagawa to Omagari, an older section in Koishikawa ward, whose local school was stark in comparison to Morimura Gakuen, resembling a spartan, military-style barracks. The neighborhood boys who went to Kuroda had no fancy uniforms, wore plain wooden clogs, carried canvas book-bags, and had shaved heads.

Kurosawa was teased, mercilessly it seems, when he appeared in his Morimura get-up, reduced to tears so often that he was nicknamed Konbeto san after the awkward, blubbering Mr. Gumdrop featured in a 1920s popular song. Think of the old, dying hero in Ikiru, who blubberingly sings another Taisho period (1910–1926) oldie—his special request—seated in a Tokyo honky-tonk, staring with soulful, tear-filled “gumdrop eyes,” straight into the camera.
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But no one at that barracks of a school, by Kurosawa’s recounting, messed with his older brother. From the start, Heigo carried himself with a pride and arrogance born of his evident brilliance and dramatic persona. Kuroda Elementary seems to have been Heigo’s first stage, where he began to be noticed for a charisma that seemed only to deepen over time, as he riveted the attention of the other students and cast his influence, like a hypnotic spell, over Akira.

For example, during their first year at Kuroda, as Heigo walked his little brother to school in the mornings, he trained Akira—he of the “gumdrop eyes”—not to cry. Kurosawa stages the process:

We lived near Omagari, which was the center of the Koishikawa district, and every morning I would walk along the banks of the Edogawa with my brother on the way to school. Since I was in a lower grade, school ended earlier for me and I would have to make my way back home alone in the afternoon. But every morning I went side by side with him. Every morning my brother would deride me thoroughly. The vast number of different expressions he found to abuse me with was itself amazing. He did this not in a loud or conspicuous way, but in a very soft voice that was barely audible even to me. None of the passers-by could even hear him. If he had been loud, I could have shouted back, or cried and run away, or covered my ears with my hands. But he spoke in a subdued patter so that I could never retaliate while he was continually showering me with scathing insults.

I thought of complaining to my mother and older sister about the way my brother was treating me, but I couldn’t do it. As soon as we got close to the school, my brother would say, “I know you’re a dirty little rotten sissy coward, so I know you’ll go to Mother and our sisters and tell them about me. Well, just you try it. I’ll despise you even more.”

On arrival, however, this same mean and nasty brother put on another mask and adopted another voice. He became indeed “the protector,” appearing uncannily at recess times when the teasing was most intense. Kurosawa positioned Heigo as “the center of attention for the entire school.” All of the younger students, including Kurosawa’s classmate tormentors, cowered in awe of him. Kurosawa admits the relief he felt, seeing his brother approach and hearing him call, “Akira, come here a minute.” Gratefully, he ran from the bullies to his brother’s side. “What is it?” Kurosawa asked. “Nothing,” his brother replied, then turned and walked nonchalantly away.

What is most stressed in Kurosawa’s early reminiscence of Heigo is the sound of his voice. However abusive or manipulative this older brother appears to be, even at moments of seeming kindness, it is all modulated by the way he speaks, the resources at his vocal command. Here, Kurosawa gives us a foretaste of the skill that would make his brother a headline narrator at screenings of silent films: a portrait of the benshi as a young man. In that concluding exchange—Heigo calls, Akira responds, Heigo walks away—he also foreshadows the scene of the brothers’ parting at Shin Okubo Station in the summer of 1933. Following a similar call and response, Heigo again turned and walked away. It was the last time Kurosawa would see his brother alive.

Once the crying stopped, Kurosawa seems to have hit a certain stride at Kuroda Elementary, helped along by a teacher he singles out from that time, Tachikawa Seiji. This sensei will star as the enlightened one inside a grim cellblock of a school (perhaps a model for that older, wiser, “enlightened” mentor figure who repeatedly recurs in Kurosawa’s films, often played by an “elderly” Shimura Takashi). He espoused progressive teaching methods but was so out of sync with the dull pedagogy and dour taskmasters at Kuroda that he lasted at the school just two years. Yet it was long enough to give Kurosawa encouragement, at least in art class, that his eccentric way of drawing may be of distinct value.

Instead of following standard practice in elementary art education in Japan at that time, whereby a tasteless picture on a hackneyed topic would be copied by all, Tachikawa told his class to “draw whatever you like.” Kurosawa recalls one transformative session—not what he drew but how he drew it—pressing hard on his colored pencils until they broke, then smearing the colors with his saliva-soaked fingertips. As the class was ending, the pictures were lined up on the front board for both teacher and students to freely critique. Coming to Kurosawa’s composition in smudge, the students attacked it with sadistic laughter. But Tachikawa singled the piece out, with high praise for its spit-induced, expressionist effects. He inscribes on it three big concentric circles—the mark for work of the highest merit—an honor not lost on the young and sometimes struggling Kurosawa.
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In High and Low (1963), after the kidnapped child’s release, we recall how his rather crude and faintly humorous crayon sketch of his kidnapper would prove superior to all of the mechanically reproduced, photographic or filmed images taken by the police. The child’s splotch of exaggerated white crayon will draw attention to the surgical bandage always worn by the criminal on his left hand. It will prove to be the crucial clue—the mark of Cain—leading to the kidnapper’s identification and ultimate capture.

As Kurosawa’s stature as a film director grew and he himself had become a sensei in his profession, he was often asked for advice by fledgling directors, screenwriters, and actors about how to develop and practice their craft. Besides telling them to read more literature or to master writing screenplays, another example harkens back to his classroom sketch: “Take a chance and fail, but be a magnificent failure, like a child who starts to draw and comes to the very edge of the paper, but just keeps drawing right onto the tatami . . .”

Such a testing of boundaries is something studio people noticed about Kurosawa early in his career, contrasting the unconventionality of even his war-censored propaganda vehicles with those of the more conventional sort (Kinoshita Keinosuke, another young talent in the Toho camp, is typically cited as another director of distinction who played more strictly within the rules). Rashomon, as is widely noted, stretched the conventions of the Japanese period film to a breaking point. Kurosawa would go to the extreme of having his cinematographer point his Mitchell camera and its high-powered lens straight into the “blinding” sun.

Besides Tachikawa sensei, Kurosawa cites still another hidden force at Kuroda Elementary who was instrumental in his growing up. This was his classmate and a close companion well into his adult and professional life, Uekusa Keinosuke. Besides being constant friends throughout their childhood, Uekusa and Kurosawa would become fellow members of the All-Japan Proletarian Arts League (Nappu) in the late 1920s. Two decades later, as the war was ending, they would team up again as co-scenarists on two Kurosawa films: One Wonderful Sunday (1947) and Drunken Angel (1948). The latter features the mercurial and charismatic Mifune Toshiro, cast as a sick and dying gangster, in what marked his breathtaking debut in a Kurosawa movie.

But despite their shared childhood and the evident success of Drunken Angel—it was the first Kurosawa postwar film to achieve widespread critical acclaim—Uekusa’s relations with his old friend deteriorated. He would never work with Kurosawa again.

Several years before Kurosawa published his jiden, Uekusa had published his own reminiscence of growing up. He used his by then famous classmate to commercial advantage, titling his work It Was Dawn, But . . . The Kurosawa Akira of My Youth (1978). The book was promoted as a piece of “autobiographical fiction,” perhaps because certain scenes were especially elaborated or seemed to stretch credulity.

Now the line between a jiden, or “self-chronicle,” of the kind Kurosawa wrote and a watakushi shosetsu, or “autobiographical fiction,” like his friend’s, is exceedingly fine in Japanese writing. Uekusa’s book may indeed have been an important impetus for Kurosawa to write a memoir in the first place and to deliberately rewrite specific scenes, as if to set matters straight. Here is my fact-based account, Kurosawa at times seems to say, and there you have Uekusa’s fiction.

Indeed, Kurosawa’s treatment of Uekusa in Gama no abura seems shadowed by a covert rivalry over whose version of the past is to be believed. Perhaps Kurosawa felt especially challenged by Uekusa, who had been present at certain critical moments of their childhood together and who actually knew his brother Heigo and had heard him perform at the Cinema Palace. Does Kurosawa’s own account, to counter Uekusa’s, yield something closer to the truth, or just a more flattering self-portrait? It is as if the complications of Rashomon had come to surface in his own autobiography.

All but in retaliation for the daring ways Uekusa recalled and spun his tale about their youth together (as we will later see), Kurosawa pleads not amnesia but rather his inability to put their lives into focus. Unlike Heigo, who was long since dead, Uekusa was still alive and well when Kurosawa set about writing his memoir. He perhaps caused Kurosawa to split his attention between the present they still shared, even working in the same movie industry, and their past together, which might have seemed less urgent to retrieve. Kurosawa will claim that he can picture many school scenes vividly but cannot see himself and his friend as they were then, except as faded “silhouettes.”

Nevertheless, not unlike his brother, whose story Kurosawa says was one he “did not want to tell,” Uekusa is something of a shadow figure who demands attention as we probe for certain vital signs of Kurosawa’s early life. Kurosawa will indeed number him as the “third hidden force” who helped him grow up (Heigo and Tachikawa sensei being the other two). Uekusa triggers several unusually detailed reflections from Kurosawa, especially about the complications involved in recounting past events. Did he really once tell his friend, as Uekusa alleges, that he once compared the two of them to “Murasaki Shikibu and Sei Shonagon,” among the most famous authors in Japanese tradition, who were women in service at the Heian (early eleventh century) court and often depicted as literary, perhaps also personal, rivals? Kurosawa quickly follows this dispute over whether he did or did not say something to this effect with a vivid memory of being named a subcaptain of his kendo fencing team in fifth grade and of a match in which “I beat five opponents in succession with a reverse body twist.”

And to this Kurosawa attaches something he calls “most memorable”: a zigzagging tale about being waylaid en route home from school one day. There are no fewer than “seven or eight” older children from another neighborhood, all armed with “bamboo swords, poles or sticks.” They start throwing stones at him, provoking Kurosawa not to run but to turn and face them, which in turn led to a melee in which they all attacked, bamboo weapons flailing, but were—however improbably—bested by the solitary youth. “These myriad flying arms were imposing, but by merely jumping from one side to the other, it was easy for me to gain the advantage” is how the author says it happened. His vanquished assailants take cover in a neighborhood fish shop, whose proprietor steps out to protect them, brandishing a shoulder pole. At that point, Kurosawa tells us, he picks up the wooden clogs he had discarded during the fight and himself flees the scene, “escaping into a narrow alleyway that had sewage running down the middle of it” (a nice atmospheric touch, given the runny nature of this tale). At the end of the alley, he can catch his breath and put on his wooden clogs, becoming aware for the first time that his kendo outfit was long gone, likely to have become “the war spoils of my adversaries.” Kurosawa concludes this stirring scene by reminding us that a soiled practice outfit and wooden clogs feature prominently in his first film, Sanshiro Sugata, adding that the imagination is in thrall to memory.

Only then does Kurosawa turn back to his childhood friend, Uekusa, who, like himself, was widely regarded to have been something of a weakling or a crybaby at Kuroda Elementary: “I am sure I must have told Uekusa about this incident at some point, but he now remembers nothing of it.” At which point, a fair-minded reader might conclude that Uekusa did not remember because “it” may never have happened—neither the story “told” to his friend nor the event in all of its exaggerated, martial trappings.

As he goes on to describe Uekusa—his Romeo ways with women, his stage actor habits and fancy duds, or his need for Kurosawa’s protection when he was being bullied and cried, protecting his friend the way his older brother once protected him—Kurosawa further admits that conventional memory will not work here. Try as he might, he claims that he and Uekusa, the only friend he ever names or seems to have been close to from his early life, remain indistinct dots on the landscape of those years. To get such clarity as he can, he must take extra measures:

Whether this lack of distinctness has to do with the passage of time, or whether it has something to do with my personality, I can’t tell. Whatever the cause, it requires a special effort for me to recall the detailed characteristics of these two boys. I have to do something the equivalent to removing the wide-angle lens from the camera and replacing it with telephoto lens, then looking again through the viewfinder.

In this game of dueling memoirs, or one-upmanship, Kurosawa, the director, has a camera on his side, replete with its “telephoto memory lens.” Poor Uekusa, the scenarist, has just his words. Kurosawa’s lingering affection for his oldest friend still remains, even amid the disputed memory about the Heian ladies-in-waiting and the asserted memory of the bamboo sword ambush scene. But despite Uekusa’s achievements as a screenwriter, Kurosawa’s superior position in the film world, as a director with a camera in his arsenal, seems to have put a certain distance between them.

Later accounts of Kurosawa’s willfulness on the film set abound. An overbearing attitude surfaced in several settings, not least in certain of those 1980s Suntory commercials, which portray the titan with dark glasses at dusk, the sunset joining the whiskey to give him pleasure. Gama no abura was written, to be sure, as Kurosawa was moving toward a leonine old age. It has its share of passages that seem controlling. But the strange power of the document is that so often it leaves Kurosawa exposed, even in submission to forces he cannot control. The episode with Uekusa is one such passage where Kurosawa reveals the strain of trying to tell the truth from one self-interested angle.

There are others, of course, especially those passages that detail the earthquake: the violence wrought by nature, alongside the violence wrought by human fear and ignorance. Yet another such passage involves the long redbrick wall of the armory and what Kurosawa discovered as he daily walked beside it, about literature and about himself.
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Keika Middle School, which Kurosawa attended, was a respectable private school, but not one of the top-ranking elite. He had failed the examination to enter such a school, as he would later fail the test to go to the Tokyo Art Academy, turning to the streets and to proletarian art circles instead. His memories of Keika, Kurosawa tells us, gather at the brick wall surrounding the armory, which he would pass en route from his home in Koishikawa to this school, near Ochanomizu. At first he used the streetcars, which were always full to overflowing, especially around their entrances, where people often dangled precariously outside (recall the overstuffed tram that gets the criminal action started in Stray Dog). Then a day came when he found himself again on such a packed streetcar, but something happened that made it different.

This is what happened:

One day I too was hanging there on the way from Oomagari to Iidabashi, when suddenly I decided that everything in life was stupid, boring, and futile. I let go of the handrail.

I was pinned between two university students who were also hanging on the outside of the car. If this had not been the case, I would have plunged to the ground. Even so, I had only one foot on the running board, so I did start to fall backward.

One of the university students let out a yell and freed one hand to grab me by the strap of the schoolbag on my shoulder. I rode the rest of the way to Iidabashi suspended from the hand of this student like a fish on a line. Holding very still, I stared into the eyes of this pale, horror-stricken young man.

At Iidabashi, a dense commuter hub, the tram disgorges its passengers. The two students seem shocked, breathless. They confront Kurosawa: “What happened to you?” He has no answer, just bows, as if in thanks, and heads off in the direction of his school, though he vowed from that day forward not to take the tram.

Kurosawa will weave a silver lining into this dark episode, so typical of the “from darkness into light” narrative line he willed himself to follow in his greatest film stories. With the money saved on streetcars, Kurosawa could satisfy his craving to buy books. He outlines his new, everyday walking route. It runs from home in Koishikawa along the Edo River to the bridge at Iidabashi, then turns to follow the brick wall of the armory which seemed to stretch “endlessly” but actually led straight to the Korakuen Garden of the Count Mito mansion, where the route bends in the direction of Suidobashi and a gentle slope up past Ochanomizu toward his school. As Kurosawa traveled this route day after day, by his own account, he was consumed by reading as he walked:

Along this path I read Japanese novelists Higuchi Ichiyo (1872–1896), Kunikida Doppo (1871–1908), Natsume Soseki (1867–1916), and the Russian Ivan Turgenev. I read books borrowed from my brother and sisters as well as books I bought myself. Whether I understood it or not, I read everything I could get my hands on.

At that stage of my life, I didn’t understand very much about people, but I did understand descriptions of nature. One passage of Turgenev I read over and over, from the beginning of The Rendezvous where the scenery is described: “the seasons could be determined from nothing more than the sound of the leaves on the trees in the forest.”

The redbrick wall around the armory seems all but to have propelled Kurosawa through his early adolescence, “as if I were being carried by a stream.” It, too, was destroyed in the Great Earthquake. Not a brick of it remains, Kurosawa observes, by way of concluding this episode. But what the wall sheltered—literature and the daydreams of youth—no doubt undergirds and strengthens the tales he would project from memories of his lost city. Or else it gives them a momentary, shimmering beauty, as when the bandit in Rashomon or the youngest of the “seven samurai” find themselves rapturously embraced by “the sound of the leaves on the trees in the forest.”
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As for the people he lost, Kurosawa’s siblings hold a special place in his memoir, especially the maternal older sister who died young and his older brother Heigo, whose gifts made him soar until he fell, but who appears unvanquished even in death.

Because Kurosawa’s parents were already elderly as he was growing up and he was the youngest of seven, Kurosawa had close contact with the two siblings who were nearest to him in age (and with whom he shared the same mother). One was his sister, Momoyo, whom he called his “little big sister.” His reminiscences of her are sketched to reveal a certain lightness of her being. She appears frail, perhaps illness prone, ever exposed to the elements. In one memory, she is there with her little brother in a “funnel-shaped corner” of the yard at their father’s school when “suddenly a twirling gust of wind lifted the two of us, clutching at each other, into space.” The sensation is of “floating in the air” one moment, “crashing to the ground” the next (another vertical line, but a minor fall this time, compared to Heigo’s bloody one earlier described). Still, Kurosawa admits to crying all the way home, holding fast to his sister for comfort and holding her hand tightly as they ran.

When Momoyo turns sixteen, Kurosawa is a schoolboy of nine. He recalls the year, 1919, as the one “when this dear sister of mine became ill,” this time more seriously. He does not say, and we do not know, the precise nature of her illness. But the flu pandemic that raged throughout the world between 1918 and 1920 claimed almost 400,000 lives in Japan. As if she had been “touched by a swift, evil wind,” suddenly his little big sister is dead.

The reminiscence that follows reads like her parting gift. Momoyo would leave behind for Kurosawa another memory image of herself, of the time she taught him how to make beauty from light and shadow. He would later refer to this process and its intent as “the essence of black-and-white, silent filmmaking.” Here is his description:

With the lights turned out, soft gleams from the lantern candle in the darkened room fell on the dolls arranged on their five-tier stand of scarlet wool felt. In the eerie glow they seemed so lifelike as to start speaking at any moment, and this exquisite beauty was just a little bit frightening to me. Little Big Sister would call me over to sit before the doll display, put one of the trays in front of me, and proffer the brazier. She would treat me to a fraction of a thimbleful of sweet white sake in one of the tiny doll-sized cups.

Kurosawa’s recollection of Momoyo’s gentleness and kindness to him casts his sister in a similarly faint glow, as if he were trying to capture “the glass-like transparency” of her fragile being. More dramatically, using images of light, he reclaims her life from darkness. It is precisely the kind of reclamation work that grounds his black-and-white films, gives them purpose, and illuminates even the fallen.

And then there is his brother Heigo, who, as we have already seen, was far less sweet. But his stature and impact seem only to expand over the years he and Akira grew up together, not least because of his rebellious streak and bohemian waywardness. The chapter titled “Whirlwind” describes his sister’s death, including the scene of her two brothers storming out of the requiem service at the temple, as if to protest the absurdity of all the drums and gongs that brought no consolation to them much less to the spirit of their departed sister. In the same chapter, Kurosawa goes on to recount another nightmarish blast that tore through their household at that time:

An event no one could imagine took place . . . My brother was a brilliant student. When he was in the fifth grade, he placed third on the academic ability examination given to all primary school students in the city of Tokyo. When he was in the sixth grade, he placed first. However, when he took the entrance examination for the top-ranking national middle school, which would have sent him to the First High School and eventually to Tokyo Imperial University, he failed.

Heigo was not the first son, but he was the unquestioned talent among the siblings. He was the chosen one, destined for high office and even wealth, sufficient to raise the Kurosawa family to a level of financial security that his father’s secondary school position alone would never provide. In these circumstances, Heigo’s failure was a genuine family calamity. Kurosawa’s father seems stunned, frozen, “staring vacantly into space.” His mother “wanders aimlessly around the house.” His surviving sisters “avert their gaze” in Heigo’s presence. Kurosawa admits he was himself in the grip of an “irrational rage and mortification,” trying to fathom how something so unforeseen and so devastating to the family had ever occurred.

Kurosawa’s first thought is that the admissions process was rigged to favor children of alumni. This seems unlikely, given someone of Heigo’s demonstrated brilliance in municipal tests—such a prodigy would not have fallen victim to any such favoritism. But then Kurosawa recalls another, curious element in the selection process, one that would seem to play to Heigo’s strength. One part of the examination relied on voice—the oral interview section. In the face of the whirlwinds that were a sister’s death and what would be his own humiliating failure in an examination he seemed destined to pass, we see that Heigo’s character remained unshaken. Come the oral interview, Kurosawa imagines, this same “conceited and individualistic brother responded in a way that could not be measured by their testing standards.”

Time and again Heigo had demonstrated his prowess in written tests, such that his admission to the most selective of schools was virtually assured if it were the only criterion. But his distinctive way with spoken words on this occasion either failed him or was calculated to shock or even offend his questioners. Using just his voice, it is as if Heigo had sabotaged his destiny to rise and be counted among Japan’s intellectual elite. Again in the memoir, Heigo’s voice is featured. Here it is an instrument that does not just accompany dramatic scenes but creates drama in the first place.

Kurosawa claims that Heigo’s personality changed suddenly and irrevocably after the exam failure. Yet this “changed” Heigo seems just an edgier, adolescent version of the brash, self-assured renegade he has already characterized his brother to be. At the military-style Seijo Middle School, favored by their devastated father as the default chugakko for his son to attend—it will give him discipline and serve as punishment—Heigo predictably rebels at the regimented instruction. Shortly, he begins to wander off, further and further from formal studies at school and from parental wishes. He stays away for long intervals, prowling the streets, hanging out at movie theatres, taking up with women. And when he is at home, there are increasingly violent confrontations between Heigo and their father.

In the spring of 1922, a year before the Great Earthquake, Kurosawa is about to graduate from Kuroda Elementary. He is asked to give a speech at the graduation ceremony—actually, to simply read one written by a teacher he despised. He would return home to copy the draft he had been given, full of “nauseating” lines about how “sad” his students would be to leave such a “kind” teacher behind, and so on. At that point, his brother enters the room:

Assuming that this was the custom and there was nothing I could do about it, I sat down and set about copying the speech onto good paper. My brother looked over my shoulder as I worked. His eyes raced over the page I was completing. “Show me that,” he demanded. He took the teacher’s draft and read it standing next to me. As soon as he finished, he crumpled it into a little ball and threw it across the room. “Akira, Don’t read that thing,” he commanded. I was dumbfounded. He went on: “You need a speech; I’ll write you one. You read mine.”

What Heigo went on to write was a vicious attack on the rigidities of primary school education, laced with sarcasm at the teachers who upheld any such regime. He describes the Kuroda graduates as having lived a “nightmare” until now. He encourages them to go forth, casting off their chains, and to freely dream. “For that day and age,” Kurosawa remarks, “it was a revolutionary address. It refreshed my spirit.”

Then he confesses he lacked the courage to read it. Kurosawa was worried it would create a scene, straight out of Gogol’s “The Public Prosecutor” (a chapter within Dead Souls). Heigo was not in attendance at the ceremony, but Kurosawa sees their father in the audience, “looking properly majestic in his frock coat.” And so he read his teacher’s speech, as if it were his own. After the ceremony, back home, Isamu indeed congratulated his son: “Akira, that was a fine speech you gave today.” Heigo is in the room, close enough to overhear. Kurosawa admits, “He looked at me with a quick, sarcastic grin. I was ashamed. I am a coward.”

Kurosawa dates Heigo’s passionate addiction to literature—something he would learn from his brother—to the turmoil of this time. He notes the impact of foreign writing on Heigo, going well beyond the most obvious, and widely translated by then, Russian greats—Gogol, Turgenev, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Chekhov, Gorki—toward the more obscure but alluring Mikhail Artsybashev (1878–1927). This notorious anarchist and champion of modern suicide not as glorified ritual but as chosen escape from a sick society would become something of an idol for Heigo. He once proclaimed Artsybashev’s Breaking Point “the greatest novel ever written.”

Ideas derived from such writing, embraced as part of Heigo’s own self-driven, modern education, are further seen to be the source of the deteriorating relations between father and son. Similar ideas had gripped Akutagawa, whose self-inflicted end could not have gone unnoticed by Kurosawa, given his brother’s eventual suicide and his chosen means to do it (like Akutagawa, Heigo would overdose on drugs). In High and Low, we recall the captured kidnapper’s sudden but thwarted attempt to end his life by swallowing a packet of heroin. In Rashomon, too, after two conflicting accounts of how the samurai was murdered, we encounter a third version of the story, which pronounces the death a suicide.

Kurosawa does not add that this portrait of his brother—a youth turned by translated ideas into a virtual stranger at home—resembles one of the most basic and defining character-types to surface in modern Japanese literature. Detectable, too, is the resonance of Raskolnikov, the tremendously influential hero of Crime and Punishment, earliest translated in Japan over 1892–1893, or else of the nihilistic Ivan Karamazov. Later in life, aware that his version of The Idiot had been disastrous, Kurosawa said he was prepared to make another Dostoevsky film and to grapple with the author’s Brothers Karamazov. And he came close to a deal to make a whole series of films based on the life and works of Natsume Soseki, the great Meiji period novelist, most of whose protagonists appear estranged from their families and fatefully bound to one or another surrogate, adopted in the course of their discovery of the West (the young student-narrator of Kokoro, on an excursion to the seacoast for summer vacation, is able to “spot” his teacher-to-be because he is swimming beside a Westerner, out there “in the deeper sea”).

Heigo never would renounce his trafficking in foreign cultures, wading headlong instead into the tumultuousness of the 1920s in Japan, a heady mix of Futurism, Dadaism, and Marxism, before but especially after the earthquake of 1923. Cultural critics of a conservative turn of mind saw the earthquake less as a natural disaster than as a divine act of retribution for a Japan fallen away from the alleged purity of its traditions, an “imagined” purity the military government in the 1930s would come to espouse with paranoid, propagandistic zeal. People disposed to thinking this way noted that the hotbeds of international cultural traffic—Tokyo and Yokohama—were the regions hardest hit. Regardless, the movies Heigo narrated and was associated with in the years to come played at Tokyo theatres that specialized in American, Russian, and European films.

Much later, Kurosawa himself would be criticized by a number of critics, in Japan and elsewhere, as having strayed too far beyond the boundaries of Japanese culture, as if those boundaries, throughout the twentieth century, could still be easily drawn. This line of critique would extend to Tsingtao-born Mifune Toshiro, whose flamboyant acting style was derided by some as being over the top, too strange, indeed nihonjinbanare—“un-Japanese.” Even Rashomon, as we have seen, came under fire for playing not to the home crowd but more broadly, to a foreign audience. By this time, though, Kurosawa had gotten over his self-admitted “cowardice” and was more willing to follow his brother into deeper, uncharted cultural waters.

Yet Kurosawa resolutely saw himself as a Japanese filmmaker who made films inside the Japanese studio and distribution system, and for a Japanese audience first of all. He did so knowing that his culture had undergone profound changes over the last hundred years. Kurosawa pored over premodern Japanese writings as he did research for his period films, but was not as beholden to the literary classics as a fellow director like Mizoguchi was. He was mindful of Japanese tradition, deeply admiring of medieval work like The Tale of the Heike or elements of Noh theatre, though not fundamentalist in his readings or his applications. He might deploy something of the structure and the masks of a Noh play, but layering them in such a way that the outline of a Shakespearean hero remains visible beneath. Kurosawa knew that in the modern world, karmic or tragic fate is operative, East and West, and also that overweening ambition is a sign of the times, when modern nation-states seek endlessly to expand their capital markets, acquire territory, and ultimately build an empire.

By 1924, Kurosawa’s brother Heigo had turned eighteen and decided to cut out from home. He had been rapidly expanding the range of his addictions to include the new medium of film and sought ways to put his talent to the service of silent moving pictures. Yet it seems that, even absent from their house, Heigo was never far from his brother’s sight, nor would he cease to be a dominating force in Kurosawa’s life through all the tumult of the coming years. Indeed, during the 1920s, as their childhood relations gave way to the adventures of adolescence and the beginnings of their work in the arts and in film, the brothers would become still more closely attached.

Then, in 1933, precisely a decade after the Great Earthquake shook the nation, as the militarists were moving to consolidate power and to end dissent, the era of silent film was also ending, and Heigo ended his life. Alongside the widening shadow of Japanese imperialism, his shadow, too, would cast itself onto the world Kurosawa struggled to make visible and to animate; his voice, as it sounded once in schoolyards or at movie theatres, was one Kurosawa could not silence.

In Ikiru (1952), like Rashomon, a Kurosawa film featuring multiple flashbacks and multiple pasts, of living amid the open wounds of a destroyed city, of death and rebirth, the final scene takes place at a playground. Dusk is settling in, and a mother calls to her children—a boy and a girl on the swings—telling them it’s time to come home. They dismount and run off-screen, toward her voice. But the swings—there are two of them—remain in motion. The camera stays fixed on those two empty swings as if it were pausing to fill the emptiness with something we can’t quite see.

We recall that the dead hero of the film, Watanabe, spent his last moments on one of those swings, singing an old song as the snow fell. Perhaps it is his “absent presence” there? But two swings are in motion, sufficient to invite the return of more than one departed soul, even of a deceased—and still mourned—sister and brother. Perhaps it is their lives that Kurosawa found again, as he was splicing the last images of this film. The playground that Kurosawa’s Ikiru labors to build for the neighborhood children, in this ruined part of town, may have been built for those lost siblings, too.

[image: image]

[image: image]

6

The Benshi
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Heigo Kurosawa

In his memoir, written three decades after he had made Rashomon, besides neighborhood and school incidents and portraits of those who most closely accompanied him in his passage through childhood, Kurosawa dwells on just a few experiences that seem especially resonant for him, dating from a time before he entered the film business. They include (as we have seen) a detailed account of the earthquake of 1923, an inventory of the silent films he saw between 1919 and 1929, along with a litany devoted to the lost “soundscape” of Japan before the era of manufactured sound. And Kurosawa will carefully reconstruct the seedy back streets of Kagurazaka, where his brother lived from the late 1920s, with his common-law wife possibly, too, with a child born to them (although there is no mention of this in the memoir). At an especially low point in his own life, in the spring of 1932, Kurosawa seems so emotionally and financially desperate that Heigo had to rescue him, opening his overcrowded tenement apartment to a destitute, unemployed younger brother. Finally, the last truly dramatic passage in the memoir gathers itself around the brothers’ final meeting, followed by the scene of Heigo’s tragic end.

Still, Kurosawa didn’t always get certain facts right, or else he was too self-conscious and protective of his family’s or his own reputation to tell what he knew to be the fuller or, if you will, the truer story. This should not disappoint us or make us think less of Kurosawa. Autobiography as a genre is notoriously guarded when it comes to full disclosure. As Rousseau and Freud knew and cautioned, self-conscious confessions are often more deception-prone than fiction.

But what Kurosawa could not or would not capture, consciously or in good conscience in his autobiography, he seems to circle back to in his scripts and in his films. The dominant characters there “are based on experiences and people I have known, and who, without my being conscious of it, suddenly reappear.” Elsewhere, he admits that an unplanned and never named presence always made its way into the final cut: “somehow, in each film I make, something of myself appears on the screen . . . a more honest me shows forth, no matter who or what I intended to shoot.”

No doubt such circling back is most conspicuous in the plotting of Rashomon or Ikiru. Both films turn on the discovery of a dead body and on what eyewitnesses can or will say about what they have seen, each one giving a different, often a self-interested, account. Seven Samurai turns back, too, to a time of chaos and predation. It dares us to judge, beyond the shadow of a doubt, if the villains are all outsiders or if they have infiltrated and existed inside the village all along.

Amid such backtracking and encirclements, we may find ourselves trapped. We, too, may ask ourselves the very questions one or another of Kurosawa’s film characters will ask. What really happened? Who committed the crime? Who are the victors? What must now be done? Meanwhile, a nagging suspicion may beset us that we have become lost in a dark forest and cannot say with certainty how we got there or how we will find our way out.

It was while making Rashomon, too, that Kurosawa seems explicitly aware of another kind of going back: to how silent films in Japan were made and experienced. He recounts detailed conversations he had with his brilliant cinematographer Miyagawa Kazuo about how they should exaggerate, in silent-film style, the available contrasts in the black and white medium to set off the three separate spaces of the film: black at the gate, white in the courtyard, and the use of shadows—a moving in and out of black and white—in the forest.

There is intention here to use monochrome. But Kurosawa means to use it in the style of silent film, and not as black-and-white was being used after the onset of sound. He notes that films of the silent era existed in Japan as part of a larger spectacle, as if the images on screen had their own place, and that sound had another. “Should not sound and sight be oppositional?” Kurosawa asks, giving the example of a scene with a crying woman that should be countered, contrapuntally, by any sound except crying in the soundscape. He goes on:

Films changed when talkies arrived. They muddied the difference between visual and aural perception because sound films tried to put them together . . . American films especially were concerned with this kind of integration of sight and sound, for the sake of “continuity.” Early on, Japanese films and audiences had no such concerns.

In other words, early Japanese film audiences did not expect what they saw and what they heard to issue from the same place, either in a physical or in an emotional sense. To the contrary, excitement could come from unexpected quarters, from the “difference” between what spectators were seeing on screen and the vocal performance of the narrator in their midst. Such was the impact of a narrating benshi, like Kurosawa’s brother, at screenings of silent films in Japan. The dimly glimpsed presence of the benshi, standing to one side of the stage, along with the sound of his living voice, defied any simple integration with the manufactured, on-screen images.

The gate we confront at the beginning of Rashomon and to which we repeatedly return throughout the film maintains its stature and its force to the very end. It is not obvious why this should be. After all, the gate never plays host to the three “main” characters—the bandit, the samurai, and the samurai’s wife. The crimes—at least the ones we most immediately judge to be crimes—are committed elsewhere. The most vivid action sequences and bravura camera work have the forest as setting. Yet the gate grips our attention, not just for what we see but for what we hear, and hearing, how we are moved to question what we see. Far from being just a piece of rhetoric, a mere narrative frame or plot device, the stories told at the gate gather and release a dramatic power all their own.

To make Rashomon in the style of silent films as he remembered them, Kurosawa knew that black-and-white film stock alone would not be enough. His own earliest film experiences were of seeing images but also hearing voices—among them his own brother’s voice—at Tokyo movie theatres in the 1920s. In that sense, to replicate silent film style as he had known it was implicitly to experiment with characteristics of a lost medium, bound up as they surely were with fraught memories of a lost sibling.

It should come as no surprise, then, that from the start of Rashomon, besides lavishing attention on the black-and-white images, Kurosawa would also devote himself to constructing at the base of the gate a performance space for an oral narrative. In this way, Kurosawa makes room for the presence of characters whose primary role is to tell stories, as the benshi had once done.

With his design team and his cinematographer, Kurosawa could block out locations in Rashomon visually and calibrate degrees of blackness and whiteness to create tonal gradations, according to how much light or dark was called for by specific scenes in the script. But he needed something else, a more dramatic element, to tell a story that is not unified or integrated around just one time and place. Rashomon is no conventional “period film,” set in the distant past. It is also a film about lost worlds in our own time. Such a story, Kurosawa understood, must necessarily stray beyond the boundaries of strict historical or psychological realism. And so he proceeded allegorically, the way he knew silent films often did.

Indeed, Rashomon has just three settings and six primary characters; besides the “famous” bandit Tajomaru, none have personal names. Even the lyrical moments that punctuate the dramatic narrative—the glistening surface of a stream, the play of light above and down through the flow of trees—seem charged and suspenseful. A more urgent force takes over, pushing the story beyond the beauty of its graceful forms, plunging the film into history, even personal history, as if the deepest story Kurosawa wanted to tell was embedded not in art but in the mysteries of consciousness and of life.

No doubt it was only after he started to make Rashomon—which “kept growing in my mind’s eye”—that Kurosawa reckoned with the magnitude of his project. For he was out to visualize not just one but the ruins of several pasts, two of them witnessed by himself in the twentieth century. He was also set to tell a more personal story of loss, shame, and confusion, but thrillingly and with hope that experiences of long ago could be retrieved to inject new life into a traumatized, dispirited present.

To get certain period details right, Kurosawa and his crew did research and returned to the late Heian past. But he also returned to the 1920s and to the charged cultural atmosphere of that time, featuring the black-and-white films of the so-called “silent” era. Such films held an aura and a special promise: that magnificently photographed, on-screen characters, caught up in quests or downfalls of seemingly epic or tragic scale, could be accompanied and even deepened by another character, standing to one side of the action, adding his voice to whatever drama was unfolding on screen.

When Kurosawa first saw Rudolph Valentino and Lillian Gish, they would not have been just exotic images for him, dazzling foreign film stars floating in the darkness of a Tokyo movie theatre. They possessed an all too human aspect, because their voices could be “heard,” via a live, vocal performance. And they were speaking Japanese! The benshi were there to explain the plot but also to impersonate the characters. Such a narrator, standing at the podium to the left of the stage, made faintly visible by the lectern light, would declaim from the start to the finish of a feature film, while tuning his vocalizations to the joys or the horrors experienced by a given actor or actress from scene to scene. A benshi would necessarily split audience attention and could indeed challenge, by his own charismatic vocal presence, using the local language, the disembodied, merely visual presence of even the most famous idols.

For the young Kurosawa, sitting in the darkness watching Blood and Sand or Orphans of the Storm, one of those voices was well known to him. No wonder he was captivated by what he saw then, and no wonder he would return to the 1920s even as he was establishing a new direction for Japanese cinema after the war and doubts abounded about what lay ahead. After all, a benshi who was also his brother once recommended and even narrated dozens of the silent films that had shaped the inner core of Kurosawa’s visual and aural memory. Long after the talkies conquered the market and he himself had embarked on an apprenticeship in the movie industry, the impact of the benshi’s dramatic presence surely echoed inside Kurosawa.

And so when he staged Rashomon and cast his lead characters, he included among them a common woodcutter, who doubles as the main storyteller, albeit one who trades in a dubious truth or in outright lies. Only at the end, perhaps, do we recognize him to be the film’s true hero.

Throughout his long career, reporters and critics would often ask Kurosawa why he became a filmmaker. Early on, he answered tersely, “kanzenni guzen da na”—the decision came to me “totally by chance.” Sometimes, the questioner implies some connection to his older brother, as Oshima Nagisa once did, so that the guzen answer seems like a brush-off, even a deliberate way to throw us off the trail—to let his brother rest in peace and deny any such family drama. Indeed, for all the range and genre hopping that mark Kurosawa’s films, observers like the German filmmaker Wim Wenders have noticed that he rarely deals in families, as if he had ceded that realm to Ozu or to Shochiku Studios and its trademark “home drama” at large.

At unguarded moments, though, Kurosawa had other things to say about his brother. In his films, at a stratum below the surface of what we are witnessing—two gangsters struggling to the death, a cop pursuing a killer, mercenaries defending a village from marauders, a shamaness becoming the voice of a dead man, a wealthy man living high on a hill forced to listen to the ransom demands of someone living at the bottom—something like a family drama may be playing out.

In an obvious sense, Kurosawa may have thought that his impulse to become a filmmaker came about accidentally. One day in 1935, he just happened to see a classified ad in the newspaper about the film company PCL’s upcoming test to hire assistant film directors. Much later, at the pinnacle of his fame, he said simply this: “What I know about film, I learned from my brother. It was his life, his existence, that runs through the literature and the films I’ve come to embrace.”

His primary school friend and later the co-scenarist of Drunken Angel, Uekusa Keinosuke, describes the time he came upon Kurosawa standing alone, yet he distinctly saw another figure standing at his side. And Kurosawa himself recalls that the most famous of all silent film narrators, the benshi Tokugawa Musei, once stared at him long and hard, then said: “You’re just like your brother. But he was negative and you’re positive.” Whatever Musei meant by this, Kurosawa took it to mean that his brother was like “a negative strip of film that led to my development as a positive image.”

One could endure, or sought, exposure to the light. The other embraced shadows, until he fell into darkness.
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Of the brothers Kurosawa, only one is properly known to us, as a maker of films of life-changing force. Another stands to one side of the historical commentary and our overall awareness, as he once stood to the side of the moving pictures he narrated during the silent era. Kurosawa Heigo’s career was indeed short-lived, and his life was over before his younger brother set off down the same career path.

Not long after the 1923 earthquake, Kurosawa’s older brother was about to graduate from secondary school and to become an outcast from the family home. More obviously than Kurosawa himself, Heigo was prepared to challenge house rules and to defy their father in pursuit of strange books or ideas or women. He was in his late teens, whip-smart but without academic pedigree, an autodidact who counted Russian authors among his closest friends.

Heigo’s first moves in the direction of the film business or what specifically inspired him to train and to become a narrator of silent films are not matters detailed in any archive, even in Kurosawa’s own reminiscences. There is no mention of any diary or memoir Heigo himself might have written, much less the actual existence of one. Astonishingly, given his high level of literacy, no letters written by Heigo have been found, provoking questions: Did he ever write one? Were they destroyed in the earthquake? During the war? Did they survive only to be suppressed by the family, shamed by the circumstances of his scandalous end?

We do know that under various pseudonyms, from the age of fifteen, Heigo began to publish occasional notes for several theatre programs and recognized film magazines. By the early 1920s, film production was booming in Japan. At the decade’s end, the number of Japanese dramatic features being produced annually rivaled Hollywood’s output. Tokyo was Japan’s film capital, as it had become the center of the Japanese literary world, a magnet for country-born writers from the Meiji period on, who came up to the metropolis for proximity to the editors and publishing houses that were all aggregated there. One could imagine being “modern” while living in Tsugaru or in Matsuyama. But one could claim to be living a modern life only if one were making a go of it in Tokyo, however squalid and “backward” the actual conditions of its urban life. Starting in the 1870s, Tokyo’s population was nearly doubling every twenty years, leading to such overcrowding and blight that some observers compared several of its neighborhoods to London’s East End, replete with extreme forms of poverty and shocking acts of violence.

Cinephiles were a rapidly growing breed in cities like Tokyo and Yokohama, the main points of ingress for ideas and technologies coming in from outside, including motion picture cameras and projectors. Japanese magazines and programs devoted to early silent movies, both foreign and domestic, proliferated in the decade of the 1910s, even if there were as yet no substantial knowledge base for a critic of film to master, given the newness of the medium. And so editors might have accepted contributions from nonprofessionals, so long as they seemed passionate and informed.

The famous novelist Tanizaki Jun’ichiro was barely in his thirties when he began to show signs of becoming a rabid film fan. He would move from Tokyo to Yokohama in the early 1920s, the better to pursue a brief career as a screenwriter, moreover one who thoroughly enjoyed his proximity to those in the movie industry, especially actresses, living and partying high on the Yokohama bluffs (the stylish modern home perched on a hill, floating above the darkness of Yokohama’s alleys in High and Low, evokes the fancy houses of certain foreigners and movie types who once lived in the general vicinity). Tanizaki marveled at these electrical machines and the dreams they could manufacture, even during the day, while the audience was awake but settled deep in the shadows and the darkness of a movie theatre.

Of course some film commentators at the time were neither adult professionals nor recognized literary celebrities. Among them we find Kurosawa Heigo, just half Tanizaki’s age, unknown by any cultural elite, and no longer on any academic fast track. What he could offer to a film program or magazine editor, writing under several pseudonyms, was a nihilist’s devil-may-care disposition and a precocious expressiveness untamed by school rules or the niceties of scholarship.

By the early 1920s, during his feckless stint at the Seijo Middle School, Heigo had already seen many of the films Kurosawa himself recalls seeing, sometimes accompanied by their father. These were mostly Western, indeed American productions, screened at the Ushigomekan in Kagurazaka, not far from the Kurosawa home at that time. They included several action serials—Hurricane Hutch, The Iron Claw, The Midnight Man—along with William S. Hart adventure movies, whose Alaskan frontier “manliness” Kurosawa would later compare to John Ford’s “Wild West.”

But Heigo, being older, evidently took in other, more adult fare. One of his earliest writings, published in Katsudo Shoho (Movie Times) when he was just sixteen, records his reactions to Madame X, a 1920 American melodrama directed by Frank Lloyd, based on Alexandre Bisson’s 1909 French play. Lloyd’s was actually the third screen version of this popular vehicle, a story about a fallen woman driven from home by a jealous husband. Years later she is charged for a murder that had saved the life of her young son, who has since become a lawyer and is appointed defense counsel for the accused (he does not know that Madame X is his mother). Heigo, however, will throw these plot intricacies to one side and go straight for the melodramatic punch:

The depth of feeling in Madame X. It comes not from me, from sentiments attributable to my youthful heart. It lies within her. Her precious stoicism. Her tormented, broken character. The abyss of her horrifying fall. Blessed by fate, she is also subject to fate’s malice. As a mother, she knows every torment there is to suffer in that role. Yet by knowing what it is to feel grief, her spirit is washed clean. By nothing other than tears.

Before we set out to analyze a work like Madame X, we must submit to it, weep before the overwhelming force of emotion that lies at its dramatic core. We must savor to the full the battle being waged at the movie’s pathos-laden climax.

This is not the language of a dispassionate student of film. Heigo’s embrace of Madame X has nothing to do with its form, still less with its social message or politics. It is about the power of character as experienced at the movies, and how such a character can move us to the depths of our being. Indeed, Madame X was a film that made Heigo shudder, the way his younger brother would one day say that silent films affected him.

Around the time he confessed to the power of the mother as portrayed in Madame X, Heigo also wrote a piece titled “The Buried Ones.” It is a spirited defense of foreign movies that may have been made on the cheap, arrive in Japan without established stars or elaborate ad campaigns, have a short run in Tokyo, then abruptly drop from sight. Heigo characterizes them much as we might describe the values and the fate of “independent” or “alternative” films today. But he challenges his countrymen to see such movies, even if no big studio stands behind them:

Fortunately, movies for which we have no prior expectations nevertheless are regularly shown in our theatres. We can find in them much that is truly extraordinary. Yet how many such films, which having seen we know are valuable, are promptly buried in an instant? Isn’t it our duty to see that some of these works are properly evaluated and given the attention they deserve?

By April 1922, Heigo had turned seventeen, and in yet another contribution to The Movie Times, wrote a piece titled “What Do We See in a Movie?” He tells us it has already been four years since he became absorbed in moving pictures, though he has come to no settled views about the medium and has not devoted truly serious thought to it. He is disarming us here, posing as just some kid who wanders in and out of movie theatres, yet who presumes to ask a fundamental question: how should we think about, and write about, what we see on screen? A boring question, he adds, self-deprecatingly. His answer begins with the widely held view that film is first and foremost an entertainment medium and should be accepted as such. But Heigo goes on to insist that even American films, for all their cleverness, much less the heightened drama of Italian films or the expressive excess of most German films, possess another, deeper dimension. He offers as an example Chaplin’s Vagabond, which moved him to tears despite the obvious silliness of its action routines. But he reserves special attention for the German version of Pushkin’s Eugen Onegin (directed by Alfred Halm, 1919), because of its “profound depth of emotion,” which causes him to “return to the territory of my own self, only to realize that any deep feeling I discover in this film, plumbs the depths of my own emotions.”

Heigo concludes:

Looking back, I recognize my foolishness. It would have been better had I stuck with my earlier conviction; namely, that films should evoke patient viewing and reflection. To my disgust, I see how I’ve drifted into making frivolous notes on films I’ve only just seen. But now I’ve reached a point where I have nothing more to say. The most horrifying thing about weak movie commentary is that it diminishes the possible force and influence of the film in question. Human beings are dull; art is everything. Of late I’ve found it necessary to reckon seriously with this notion. At any rate, I no longer plan to use my pen for frivolous commentary, which lacks critical will and is devoid of true passion.

In these early writings, Heigo does not address the role or the impact of any benshi he has seen, much less detail the process whereby he gradually moved from his jottings about film toward entering the movie business as a narrator. But he obviously left an impression on Yamano Ichiro, a benshi of stature and the headline narrator at the Musashinokan, a foreign film theatre not far from where the Kurosawa family had recently moved. Here is Yamano’s recollection of his first encounter with Heigo:

I was living near Shibuya at the time. The Kurosawa family also had a residence in the neighborhood, in Nagayado. One day one of the Kurosawa boys paid me a visit, saying he wanted to become a film narrator like me. Of course my reaction was to say no, but his entreaty was so earnest that I relented, and told him to drop by backstage at the Musashinokan. And so his apprenticeship began. In just four months, his brilliance allowed him to master the basics of narration. He graduated from comic sketches to short features. At that point, I intervened on his behalf so he could gain further experience at the Aoikan. Suda (aka Kurosawa Heigo) had a keen literary intelligence, and he took off breathtakingly, a real champion of the young, up-and-coming generation.

Thus began the benshi film career of Kurosawa Heigo, who started low as an occasional contributor to theatre programs and early film magazines, but whose aptitude and deepening ambition converted him from being just a spectator or occasional critic into a performer. Until he became a benshi, Heigo had shown himself to be restive, unable or rebelliously unwilling to channel his keen mind in any one direction. Yet from the time of his apprenticeship, through to the high points in his career, and on to the strike committee he would lead to defend his profession against talkie films, Heigo embraced his work in the movie theatre. To the end, he remained a benshi and took evident pride in his skill at telling stories to a crowd gazing at silent moving pictures, gathered together inside a dark room.
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The Taishokan movie theatre in Asakusa

Moviegoers to the Ushigomekan in Koishikawa, to the Kanda Cinema Palace, or to the Asakusa Taishokan from the mid-1920s in Tokyo would not have known Kurosawa Heigo. But they knew Suda Teimei, the stage name he would adopt. The theatres where Suda worked specialized in foreign films. The narrators performing there, as well as those in attendance, knew to expect the unexpected, so far as the costumes, the events, and the religious or political symbols of these films belonged to other places and times. Their stories threatened to sweep everyone away from week to week: to a harbor in London, to a ranch in Argentina, to a strike in Russia, or to a swank hotel in Berlin.

Popular performers in their own right, benshi such as Suda Teimei did more than provide cultural decoding and historical background for the Japanese audience watching Broken Blossoms, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, The Battleship Potemkin, or The Last Laugh. They became, at different moments of the screening, the voices of all the characters—waif, swashbuckler, rebel, or porter—and jazzed the plot line and intertitles with lyrical riffs, ironical asides, or mood-inducing groans, shrieks, and whispers. They were once affectionately known as “poets of the darkness.” The voice modulation needed to generate such effects took skill and stamina on the benshi’s part as well as an actor’s persona and a self-sacrificing devotion to the craft. Narrators who held forth too long without a break were reportedly seen coughing blood. Testimonials abound from older filmgoers, overwhelmed by nostalgia as they recall the benshi’s voice, echoing through a darkened theatre, adding to its promise of possibly licentious thrills, the experience “like being drenched again in the sweet emotions of youth.”

It is well documented that the role of the benshi in early Japanese cinema went far beyond most of their counterparts—the greeters, introducers, or lectors in most other early film traditions. Indeed, the Pure Film Movement, emergent by the late 1910s and calling for serious reforms if Japanese films were to compete with Hollywood and European productions, targeted the benshi as a symptom of what was wrong or backward about early Japanese film. To the reformers, benshi were seen as relics of past theatrical practices, latter-day versions of the on-stage chanters at traditional ningyo joruri (puppet theatre). Or else they seemed bound to vocal performance routines derived from Edo yose, where “variety hall” entertainers enacted comic or bawdy dialogues, enthralling the audience with bravura voice manipulation alone, absent visuals or elaborate props.

In his memoir, Kurosawa has very little to say about specific traditional plays that inspired him, although he recalls that during the war he began to read books on Noh drama and the writings of its founder, Zeami. Noh theatre, we should note, also positions musicians and a chorus on stage, performing alongside or behind the actors. He will record the impact of a Zeami play he did see, a “mad woman” piece called Lady Han, whose protagonist loses her mind and her life because of a faithless man. The wife of the samurai in Rashomon, in at least one retelling of the crime story, appears to be such a woman “possessed.”

What Kurosawa does detail, with even more conviction, is his early fondness and close familiarity with yose, or Japanese vaudeville theatre, and the many oral performances he encountered there:

My father didn’t just take us to the movies. He quite often took us to listen to storytellers in the music halls around Kagurazaka. The ones I remember are Kosan, Kokatsu, and Enyu. Enyu was probably too subtle for my childish mind to find entertaining. I enjoyed Kokatsu’s introductions, but Kosan, who was called a master of the storytelling art, was one I really liked. I can’t forget two of his routines, Yonaki udon (Nighttime Noodles) and Uma no dengaku (The Horse in Miso Sauce). Kosan would pantomime the noodle vendor pulling his cart and lifting his voice in a whining refrain, and I remember how quickly I was swept into the mood of a frosty winter evening.

The benshi, then, had a pedigree and were richly associated with an array of performances drawn from both high and low cultural traditions. This is what made them so vilified by Japanese film reformers who were seeking to free cinema—a new and shocking art form—from past practices. Only with the benshi gone, a reformer such as Kaeriyama Norimasu believed, could a proper Japanese screenplay be written, and film become thought of as a “self-contained text” to be enjoyed in silence. This was analogous, in some ways, to the evolution of fiction in modern Japan, with its heightened calls to abandon artifice and embrace a “realism” that would better represent the fast changing conditions of modern life as it is. The reformed novel was thus to be purged of the “extraliterary” features found in premodern editions of Japanese literature, such as accompanying illustrations, in favor of modern text editions printed largely without them. And, in place of the garrulous narrator of Edo fiction, the reformed Meiji novel was to feature a more serious, “interior” voice, in touch with real feelings and not literary ornamentation. This new form was conducive to more personal stories and to an increasingly private reading experience.

Kurosawa read such personal fiction widely and appreciatively, and reflected its impact in the way he wrote his autobiography. But he would leave the inward, muted, naturalistic elements of such fiction behind when making his films, no doubt because they were a less honest manifestation of his own emotional, sentimental nature. He required, too, a more melodramatically charged, allegorical framework for his postwar film project, which was to shock what had become a cultural dead zone back to life.

In the late 1910s in Japan, the reformers’ zeal to see the benshi banished was thus a way of wishing to replace stage conventions with those thought better suited to reflect the reality of the modern scene. With fewer distractions, it was argued, a film’s characters and plot could be “read” visually. The camera could do its work, alone, without the intrusive vocal and even physical presence of the benshi standing within the glow of the lectern lamp to one side of the images being projected on the screen.

But the benshi would survive these early calls for their banishment. Their popularity with audiences guaranteed their survival throughout the 1920s. As an embattled guild, they endured for several more years even after the talkies arrived to put an end to silent film and so to their very occupation. In the last days of the benshi, their voices actually competed with the synchronized sound of talkie motion pictures, prompting audience catcalls for the benshi to “speak louder,” that is, over the mechanical voices emanating from the sound film. After all, the average filmgoer had not studied and did not understand English, French, German, or Russian. Japanese subtitles were no help because, as one devoted fan noted, “Why would I want to be distracted from the smile playing over Marlene Dietrich’s lips?” As this example illustrates, the benshi could actually heighten not just the sonic drama inside a Japanese movie theatre but also a filmgoer’s attentiveness to the visuals themselves.

The staying power of the benshi is not easily explained, surely not in economic or sociopolitical terms alone. The significant but one-time cost of reoutfitting movie theatres for sound projection no doubt bought the benshi a little extra time. But it was hardly economical to pay all the production costs of a film and then continue to pay live performers to accompany its every projection. Politically, going back to a time just after Great Treason Incident of 1910, the authorities feared that an audience simply seeing a revolution on film could be incited to act, or that an unhinged benshi could further provoke such action. Amid the “Zigomar craze” of 1912, based on Home Ministry speculation that film images could alter behavior, dire warnings went out about this French detective serial. Allegations ran that its wildly popular, marquee criminal—whose appeal could be further stoked by a benshi’s sympathetic commentary—would contribute to criminality in the streets.

By 1917, the government would require benshi to submit to training before they could apply for or renew their licenses. Over the coming years, there appeared guidelines to further curb benshi behavior, so that they would “explain” more (setsumeisha—explainer—becomes the preferred term used to describe the movie narrator’s function by the mid-1920s), their narration more closely tied to the film’s script. In this way, an overall wariness of the medium, or willingness to censor a specific film’s message, was extended to include its narrator. A truly silent film could be counted on to deliver the same scene in the same way at every screening. But a silent film in the grip of a willful narrator could find its plot abandoned while the benshi indulged in unfettered, sarcastic, or provocative asides and commentary.

Even if the benshi had passed a licensing inspection, knew the guidelines, had a vetted script to follow, and was expected to read what it said (“Here is Napoleon . . . who is Napoleon”; “here we have a kiss, something as common in the West as a pat on the back here”), any one of them could stray at any given performance. In other words, a benshi, no less than a live actor who had lines to read but inflected them with nuance and the force of personality, necessarily wandered between scripted art and life. The benshi’s theatrical narration, however “regulated,” could never be as predictable as the images locked into place on film.

No wonder the authorities were ever anxious that a benshi might spontaneously dart off script and say something that connected the workers’ strike or the explosion on screen to an actual event. As if any farce, criminal act, or injustice depicted in moving pictures might have its worldly counterpart.

Writing in 1925, still in the shadow cast by the Great Earthquake of 1923, Murata Minoru, the “new theatre” shingeki actor and a leading director of the Pure Film Movement, noted that old-style melodrama, the kind that “thrived on misery,” was in ruins, adding that old style geisha vehicles, too, could no longer draw an audience. Instead, they were being crowded out by another kind of film—still narrated by a benshi—that brought other scenes drawn from contemporary life to the screen. Murata writes: “Now it is Delirium. Power. Speed. Science. Thrill. It is sensual pleasure, Western clothes, Western buildings, automobiles. It is airplanes, dance, nudity, fistfights, blood.” Including the airplanes (we see one fly off for Brazil in Record of a Living Being), we recognize that all of these attributes and “things” would find their way into the black-and-white films Kurosawa made in the aftermath of war, along with the echoing voiceover or shadow-presence of an adaptable, “off-screen” benshi.

Truly, it was the benshi who advanced and preserved what has been called a “cinema of attractions,” which in Japan as elsewhere in the early silent era gave the audience a diverse spectacle of machine-driven images and live, embodied sound. At a Tokyo movie house, the screen thus shared the stage with vestigial elements of Japanese theatre. Not just a musician or two, but a very active narrator accompanied the silent story on film. In that sense, early filmgoers in Japan were both listeners and viewers. They entered into the dynamic intimacy of the movie theatre’s sonic space, even as they also took in the exotic bullrings, the foreign ports, or other alluring new worlds being projected on the screen. The attractiveness of individual benshi, such as Kurosawa’s brother, meant that the audience often went to a film not just to see John Barrymore or Dolores del Rio, but to dimly glimpse and above all to hear the benshi performance artist who gave his voice (it was a male institution, with rare exceptions) to “be” the famous matinee idol or femme fatale.

Further, the sheer presence of the benshi meant that an illusion was always being broken; namely, that film just occupied its own world and not the world outside it. In other words, the physical presence and the voice of a benshi added a dimension of life to a parade of voiceless images.

How much more would the voice of the benshi affect your perception of a given film, or shape your memory of the overall experience, if the voice belonged to your brother, who shadowed you throughout your earliest years, who with you survived the earthquake, walking beside you through that hell, commenting on the horrors you both had seen?
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Amazingly, a dwindling number of silents were still being produced in Japan the year Kurosawa joined the industry, in 1936. Only come 1937, the year of the Marco Polo Bridge Incident and the beginning of the total war between Japan and China, would the last Japanese silent film be made, after which the voice of the benshi would be irrevocably silenced.

Like Tokyo itself after the earthquake, the world of early Japanese film would largely disappear, destroyed by natural and manmade calamities. Of all the grand theatres where Tokyoites from the turn of the twentieth century began to congregate and witness the new technology in action, not a single one built before 1923 exists today. Most were gone by the “end” of the long postwar period (conventionally dated to 1970). What the earthquake and the war didn’t raze, urban redevelopment and the cleanup necessitated by the 1964 Tokyo Olympics did.

Gone, too, are the overwhelming majority of the Japanese films made before 1930. Estimates of what remains run as low as 2 or 3 percent, a cultural disaster of magnitude. Kurosawa as a youth had seen period action films by such acclaimed early directors as Makino Masahiro and Ito Daisuke, whose fast-cutting techniques he would later try to emulate in service to his own needs for kinesis and speed. The disappearance of their films represented, for Kurosawa, both a personal and a professional loss, something to lament and later to resuscitate by acts of memory.

The miraculous recovery in a rice chest in 1970 of a complete print of Kinugasa Teinosuke’s avant-garde masterpiece Kurutta Ichipeiji (A Page of Madness, 1926) gives us a tantalizing glimpse of what Japanese silent cinema had attempted during the tumultuous decade of the 1920s, before the country mobilized for war. With her stage now reduced to a small cell in an insane asylum, the dancing girl, lost inside her delusions, can still excite an audience. Performing behind bars, she whips the mass of asylum patients into a frenzy, drawing them toward her whirling body like moths to a flame (in Stray Dog, the killer’s girlfriend is also a dancer, and, nearing the film’s climax, in an avant-garde “insert” which momentarily breaks the spell of this noirish detective narrative, she spins madly as lightning strikes outside her bedroom window). By her own spinning movements, the dancer in A Page of Madness captures the irrepressible energies, the erotic and political daring, that appear in retrospect to be emblematic of that age.

[image: image]

Iconic modern writers such as Akutagawa Ryunosuke and Tanizaki Jun’ichiro came into their own during the 1920s, as did Japan’s first Nobel laureate, Kawabata Yasunari (who helped write the edgy, fractured screenplay for the Kinugasa film described above). Most all of their writings of the time appear self-consciously affected by the cinematic medium. Akutagawa’s storylines break into screenplay-like bits; Naomi, a famous Tanizaki heroine from the wrong side of the tracks, gets made over into a Mary Pickford “girl with the curls” look-alike, but with femme fatale allure. “Anxiety” is a critical buzzword of the age. So, too, is “ero-guro-nonsensu” (short for “the erotic, the grotesque, the absurd”), and there were insistent calls for cultural and political renewal under the aegis of the proletariat.

Such scattershot, radical, or utopian impulses, radiating through the art and the criticism of post-earthquake Japan, must have seemed to Kurosawa, mired in the dead zone of the immediate postwar period, as distant but glowing phantoms. Traceable only in memory, they yet offered soundings in the darkness of the country’s defeat and despair, and a flickering light onto the way ahead.

We noted the drastically depleted stock of films available for Kurosawa to rescreen from those he had seen in the silent era. He had still less to rely on where “sound” is at issue. There are even fewer taped recordings of benshi performing in the 1920s than there are scraps of Japanese silent film to watch. Of his brother’s voice, the famous benshi known as Suda Teimei, not a single taped syllable or cry that can be attributed to him remains.

There are, of course, extensive voiceover passages in Stray Dog and Ikiru, which fall to an unseen narrator, not identified with any character in the film, whose role is that of a disembodied voice. By way of contrast, Ozu never resorts to voiceover. Mizoguchi uses it, but sparingly, and he ties his voiceover to a leading character (for example, when we hear the slain mother’s disembodied voice guide and comfort her child and remorseful husband at the end of his magnificent Ugetsu).

For Kurosawa, though, voiceover would never be enough, because it would always be a recorded, reproduced sound. The voice of the benshi was emphatically not a recording. It was a live, natural sound of a kind Kurosawa vividly recalls and says made up the soundscape of his youth, before the onset and ubiquity of phonographs and other forms of electronic sound projection. He laments that many of these sounds are lost forever, but provides a litany of them just the same:

• The resounding boom of the noontime cannon at the Kudan army barracks

• The fire alarm bell

• The fire watchman’s wooden clappers

• The tofu seller’s bugle

• The tinkle of the wind chime seller’s wares

• The whistle of the tobacco pipe repairman

• The sound of the lock on the hard candy vendor’s chest of drawers

• The bells of itinerant monks chanting sutras

• Drum sounds (for temple services, for the lion dance, of the shoe repairman)

• The signature calls of:

• The freshwater clam vendor

• The baked sweet potato vendor

• The scissors grinder

• The tinker

• The morning glory seller

• The boiled bean seller

• The fishmonger
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The above sounds were performative yet connected to the rhythms and rituals of daily life. Kurosawa will gather and unleash several such sounds in the riotous song-and-dance sequence that marks the end of his version of Gorki’s Lower Depths (just before word comes back that the actor has hung himself and the film’s final curtain abruptly falls). Of course the benshi’s performance was “staged” at such legendary cultural monuments as the Cinema Palace. Still, it was a natural sound, voiced by a performer of flesh and blood. At the end of the film, you might walk home with such a person, up and down a hill in Kagurazaka, then carry on an everyday conversation with him over tempura and udon noodles.

To recapture that sound is something Kurosawa must have known was not possible, at least not through any technical means or trick of dubbing. Because that sound was never connected to a machine, or even to art, but to a life. To get that sound again, the reality of it and not a mere acoustic effect, he would not need better equipment but a deeper story, about death and rebirth. Rashomon is one of those deeper stories.
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Labyrinth
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Forest scene, with witch and two warriors, from Throne of Blood

Even as Rashomon was gaining recognition abroad—the Venice Golden Lion was quickly followed by the Honorary Academy Award it received in 1952—Kurosawa still called his film “a leap of faith.” He knew there was nothing quite like it among Japanese period films of the time. He was aware, too, that his evolving style was testing the limits of local taste or studio patience. As accolades from foreign countries kept pouring in, Kurosawa wryly counted the number of congratulatory messages he’d received from Japanese critics or journalists. He stopped counting at two.

Further complicating his reputation at home was his two hour and forty-six minute production of The Idiot. The full scope of this work’s daring we will never know, because Shochiku—longtime studio home to Ozu and incubator of poignant, often witty and comforting films about “ordinary” Japanese family life—ordered Kurosawa to take the roughly four hour and twenty-five minute print he’d finished editing and lop off about two hours (reportedly, Kurosawa was so furious, he told them to just go and cut the film themselves, lengthwise). As with Rashomon, in which he exhausted his set design budget to satisfy an obsession for a broken gate of monumental proportions, we see, in his uncut ambition to deal with Dostoevsky head-on, another mark of Kurosawa’s will to keep faith with memories of his past. Another cardinal trait of a Kurosawa hero, as we know, is unrepentant stubbornness.

Of course Kurosawa was not alone in his devotion to this Russian author. In the immediate postwar era, Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment became a bestseller in Japan. It had been published in a Japanese translation as early as 1893 and would be retranslated twice again by the time Kurosawa made Rashomon. Moreover, just before the Great Earthquake of 1923, the complete works of Dostoevsky had made their way into Japanese. The Shincho collection of inexpensive editions of world literature, hitting the market in the late 1920s, would further implant Dostoevsky into the nation’s cultural consciousness.

The Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 and Dostoevsky’s subsequent fall from grace in the Soviet Union spilled over into a widespread denunciation of this author’s bourgeois “subjectivism” by Japanese proletarian writers around the same time. But for some—the brothers Kurosawa evidently among them—Dostoevsky’s lacerating examinations of human characters in conflict and his probing of the sickness, or the moral darkness, that can take over a human mind, remained pivotal for their understanding of modern civilization and of their own discontent.

Kurosawa will look back on his early years and say he led a “sheltered childhood,” save for a single incident—the earthquake that befell his city. In its aftermath, still in middle school, he claims a teenager’s indifference to news of the world outside his “greenhouse.” He recollects heading off on Sundays, with his father’s pass, to the racetrack at Meguro, not to bet (he says) but just to look at the splendid animals. We recall how many scenes of sheer grace or raw physicality in Kurosawa’s films, from his work as a first assistant on Yamamoto Kajiro’s wartime Uma (The Horse, 1940), through to Seven Samurai, Throne of Blood, and the Guernica scene of battlefield carnage in Kagemusha, required his assured direction of horses. Around this time, too, as if to reward an interest he had harbored since his days in Tachikawa sensei’s inspirational drawing class, his parents gave him a set of oil paints, which he would take to the outskirts of the city, there to draw pastoral scenes of “country life.”

In the spring of 1927, age seventeen, Kurosawa was about to graduate from Keika chugakko (such a “middle school” in Japan at that time comprised grades seven through eleven). It was the highest level of school Kurosawa would ever attend. He was not an academic thoroughbred, as Heigo had been, at least until his brother walked out on formal education altogether. And so when Kurosawa expressed a wish to pursue painting, it would not have caught his family by total surprise. His father had encouraged the study of calligraphy all along for the discipline it enforced, less obviously for any intrinsic aesthetic value (say, the austerity of monochrome). Still, Kurosawa had observed the impact of his brother’s errant choices and willfulness on his family. He knew that acceptance by a respected art school would be minimally necessary to reassure his parents that he was not just sliding off, like Heigo, into the vagaries associated with the art and entertainment business.

True, his older brother’s big bet placed on becoming a benshi was paying off. By 1927 Suda Teimei was a headline narrator at the Cinema Palace, one of the grandest foreign film theatres in Tokyo. But Heigo was contributing nothing of his quite decent salary to the Kurosawa household and was further estranged because of his perceived nihilism and dissolute way of life. His mother would remind Kurosawa of how often Heigo announced he would not live to see his thirtieth birthday—so clearly did he reckon his fate or remain in the grip of morbid ideas or of suicidal types he’d discovered in Russian fiction, like Naumov, the death-crazed hero of Artsybashev’s Breaking Point. Over the last several years of his life, Heigo chose deliberately to live below his means, in a back alley tenement in a run-down corner of Kagurazaka, keeping with him a girl, still in her teens, and, according to some sources, a child born to the couple. The name of this woman and the existence of this child remain unconfirmed, unknown, and unaccounted for. As we will see, Kurosawa has things to say in his memoir about the woman, whom he knew and even lived with for a time. But he never uses her proper name or tells us what became of her once his brother was gone.

To be filial, then, Kurosawa dutifully took the entrance examination for the prestigious Tokyo School of Fine Arts. The result was the same as when he earlier tested to enter an elite middle school. He failed. Yet Kurosawa resolved to pursue the visual arts regardless, signing up, like any amateur, to get private instruction at a nearby atelier and even succeeded in having an early “still life” accepted at an establishment exhibition. He was uneasy, though, perhaps even ashamed to be indulging a selfish impulse, instead of applying himself to a more stable career or just taking a job to help out his family, who were in worsening straits and had moved repeatedly over the previous ten years, each time to a more cramped or more poorly built residence. Once, when he took the family pass to see the horses in Meguro, he wondered why his father even had such a thing. Left hanging is the thought that there may be a connection between this racetrack pass, his father’s own interest in the horses, and the family’s dwindling finances.

Unbound by any art school curriculum, Kurosawa pored over reproductions of art as models to study and perhaps to emulate. He began to collect affordable books and magazines devoted to the fine arts, the collection later lost when his house in Ebisu was destroyed in the firebombings. Of the canvases he painted and exhibited in the late 1920s, Kurosawa admits to burning them himself, before the war was over, offering no reason why he did such a thing.

As for the artists Kurosawa seems attracted to from the outset, he repeatedly mentions Cézanne and van Gogh. There is a segment in his late color film, the self-consciously autobiographical Dreams (1990), when a young Japanese artist wanders through brightly painted sets. Once, he arrives at a “real” yellow wheat field, whereupon he encounters van Gogh sketching the scene before him and sermonizing about it as he draws. This van Gogh is a really fast talker (not so surprising once we identify Martin Scorsese under the broad-brimmed hat and the white bandage covering a sliced ear).

But there are other connections to pursue, between the French Impressionists and Kurosawa’s initial contact with them, as he was emerging from his sheltered “greenhouse.” For the first time in his life, he found himself on the move, without direction and following no painted sets, out in a world he would call “the labyrinth” of the late 1920s.
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The year 1925 marked the start of radio broadcasts in Japan, which Kurosawa credits for bringing “the wind and rain of life” to his ears. The same year saw the enactment of the Peace Preservation Law, which gave the government more sweeping powers than it had earlier commanded to control any assembly or cultural document targeted as a threat to “the body of the nation.” The law was directed especially at anarchists, socialists, and communists, whose numbers on the sociocultural scene in Japan were multiplying throughout the 1920s, inciting countermeasures: periodic mass round-ups of any and all suspected to be subversive. In 1925, whether or not a radio broadcast carried the news to him, Kurosawa was likely oblivious to the deeper significance of this law or the impact it would have on him just a few years down the line.

Meanwhile, in December 1926, shortly before he graduated from Keika, Kurosawa had published an essay in the school literary magazine, titled “A Certain Letter” (Aru Tegami). It is an elegiac piece, an ode to the beauty of the pasture land and fields around Nakano, as he remembered them as a child, that were fast disappearing amid the building crush of an ever-expanding and fast-changing metropolis. To bolster his argument, he cites a short essay, In Praise of Millet, which casts the French artist as a “rebel” against a modernism set to abandon the unsung beauty of the land and tillers in the field. The Millet essay was written by Arishima Takeo, an author who had gained fame for his highly melodramatic novel A Certain Woman (Aru Onna, 1919), written with Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina in mind. Shortly before his death, Arishima lent his pen and his money to help launch the first significant proletarian journal of the day, Tanemakuhito (The Sower; 1921–1923), the name and cover art taken from the Millet painting.

Arishima was already closely associated with one of Japan’s most influential Japanese literary magazines of the early twentieth century, Shirakaba (White Birch), founded in 1910—the year of Kurosawa’s birth—and whose last edition appeared just months after Arishima’s death, in 1923. The magazine was known principally for advancing art as “self-expression” and for an embrace of “universal humanism.” Even if some readers did not quite get what it meant to be “a child of humanity” or a “child of the world,” Shirakaba became valued for its cosmopolitan cultural tastes, especially for the reproductions of European art featured in every monthly installment. For many in Japan, Shirakaba offered the first sighting of a Western painting or a sculpture, ranging from Greek urns and Egyptian statuary, through to Leonardo, Michelangelo, and Rembrandt (the self-portraits), to Blake and Rodin, but with a disproportionate number of issues devoted to the French Impressionists and Post-Impressionists. Cézanne and van Gogh were two of the most repeatedly featured artists, along with profiles of their lives and the impact of their “self-expressive” art.

Like other members of the Shirakaba coterie, Arishima came from a wealthy family. His father was a senior official in the Finance Ministry, who in the late nineteenth century had purchased a large tract of farmland in Hokkaido as an investment. It was a time when that sparsely populated, vaguely threatening hinterland was being developed and “reclaimed” by the central government, eager to exploit the natural resources and the vast, open space of its northern territory.

Some see the reclamation plan for Hokkaido as a warm-up for later, even more ambitious Japanese government plans to cultivate still wider expanses in Manchuria. The “emptiness” that surrounds the gate in Rashomon draws a portion of its allegorical capital from associations with the unsettled, and foredoomed, space of empire and colonizing ambition.

Arishima himself went north to study at the Sapporo Agricultural College, forerunner to Hokkaido University. There he converted to Christianity, entering the famous Free Church founded by the nondenominational firebrand preacher Uchimura Kanzo (who would, in the end, bitterly denounce Arishima as an apostate). After formal study in the United States and travels throughout Europe, Arishima returned to teach at this northern outpost. He became even more radical in his thinking there, inspired by the Russian prince turned anarchist Peter Kropotkin. It was away from the city, precisely as a sojourner in this strange, untamed northern wilderness, that Arishima was first struck by the severity of the class divide between the landed gentry, which he represented, and the farmers who worked the land (class divisions that Kurosawa foregrounds in Seven Samurai). As a teacher at the Agricultural College, he knew the sons and daughters of the “underclass ,” and so this wasn’t just a matter of ideology for Arishima. Before he died, he signed over his patrimony—the tract of farmland his father had bought near Mount Niseko—to the tenants who lived and worked there.

In Hokkaido, too, Arishima had married and started a family. But when his wife contracted tuberculosis, dying at the age of twenty-seven in 1916, he moved back to Tokyo with his three young sons. The oldest of these three, Yukimitsu, had been born in Sapporo in 1911. Decades later, he and Kurosawa would come to know each other well.

In July 1923, less than two months before the calamitous earthquake, Yukimitsu’s father went off, without the children, to the Arishima country estate, located in the wooded mountains around Karuizawa, a fashionable resort town. There, together with his lover, Hatano Akiko, a journalist and a married woman, Arishima Takeo committed suicide. The extended family did its best to shield the children from the sordid details of their father’s death (the couple had hung themselves in the forest; their corpses were not found for a month). But Yukimitsu was old enough to know better than his younger brothers what had happened. He grew up in the shadow of this knowledge, eventually turning resentful toward an illustrious author who was once a close and attentive father to his children, until without warning he left them for good.

Some of us know Arishima Yukimitsu as Mori Masayuki, the stage name of the famous actor who would play the samurai in Rashomon and the epileptic “innocent” in Kurosawa’s version of The Idiot. He grew up sheltered to some degree by his famous family. Arishima Ikuma, Takeo’s older brother, was an establishment painter in the Western style, who had studied in Italy and France. He was a prolific self-portraitist and an early champion of Cézanne. Satomi Ton, Takeo’s younger brother, himself became a novelist known for his crafted, astringent style, unlike his older brother’s (two of his novellas, Equinox Flower and Late Autumn, would be gracefully adapted by Ozu for the screen).

Mori would study acting at the Bungaku za, a shingeki or “new theatre” group, which attracted and produced a generation of distinctive talent for the stage and screen in Japan. Desperate for cash as the war dragged on, Mori turned to film (even the extended Arishima family seems to have lost some of its prewar fortune; his father’s “gift” of the family’s Hokkaido farmland to its tenants further eroded any direct inheritance). Very shortly, he was in demand by many of the most prominent directors of the midcentury, playing lead roles for Mizoguchi Kenji (Ugetsu, Princess Yang Kuei-fei), Naruse Mikio (Floating Clouds, When a Woman Ascends the Stairs), and Ichikawa Kon (Ototo, Alone across the Pacific). While the war still raged, Kurosawa himself cast Mori in two of his earliest film roles: Sanshiro Sugata, Part Two and Men Who Tread on Tiger’s Tails.

It was for his portrayal of the samurai in Rashomon, though, that Mori Masayuki first achieved international acclaim. In that movie, we recall, the third witness to the crime is the dead man himself, played by Mori, who tells us, through an off-screen shaman, that he took his own life in a forest and reenacts the deed there.

To make The Idiot, Kurosawa again cast Mori in a leading role, opposite Mifune (and, to complete the doomed love triangle, Hara Setsuko, as Dostoevsky’s Natasha). Kurosawa decided to transpose Dostoevsky’s St. Petersburg to another cold northern city, namely Sapporo, where Mori had been born. For the many interior scenes of the film, which called for a Western-style house, Kurosawa requisitioned the very one where the Arishima family had once lived. The Idiot was thus shot where Mori spent his childhood years and even in the house where, for the last time, his family was all together, his mother and father still alive.

The entanglements here between the stories Kurosawa is telling on screen and documented events in his own or Mori’s family life give us pause. There are the de facto double suicides of Mori’s father and Kurosawa’s brother in a “country” place (Karuizawa/Izu) away from the city. And especially in the making of The Idiot, there is also a return to the site of an actual domestic tragedy (the mortal illness of Mori’s young mother), authorized by a director who surely knew the Arishima family history and who cast Arishima’s oldest son to play a tormented soul in the Dostoevsky novel Kurosawa is adapting for his own purposes.

This can’t be dismissed as just coincidence, nor does it seem consciously planned. A storyboard or an analysis that contained this much would seem contrived and melodramatic. But for the shock of plain recognition that such things can and do happen at specific junctures in the lives we lead or in the culture we make or value, we need only look into Kurosawa’s black-and-white films, in all of their postwar, cross-cutting intensity. Or we might turn to Dostoevsky himself, who in The Idiot wrote: “For my part, I will merely observe that almost every reality, though it has its immutable laws, is almost always incredible and improbable. In fact, the more real it is, the more improbable it sometimes appears to be.”

Passages like this one might have steadied Kurosawa over the years, giving him the courage to weather public reversals and to keep telling twisted stories, entwining art and life. Far from intending to be artfully deceptive, Kurosawa meant to be faithful to the reality he knew and responsible in the art he practiced.

[image: image]

In the fall of 1945, ashes and exhaustion all around him, Kurosawa was far from beholden to the pastoral quietism of “still life” painting. Whenever stillness is in the air of his postwar films, it is associated with characters who have seen or are about to face annihilation or certain death: the woodcutter’s stunned silence, the x-ray shot of the bureaucrat’s terminal disease, the farmers on their knees in the dust—all of them “still,” in submission to their respective fates. But we know such still shots are just a prelude, a setup for the kinetic energy Kurosawa will suddenly, even recklessly, release, to bring these various dead zones back to life, to get these “mummies,” these victims, moving again.

Already by the late 1920s, Kurosawa seemed to know he was not destined to be a “still life” painter and began to gravitate toward other artistic styles and other media. He starts to notice all around him how much the cultural ground had shifted after the destruction of 1923. Artists now were marching under several banners to bring art out of the studio. Many began to see culture as a construction project (especially after the earthquake), the artwork as an action to grapple with, not an object to contemplate in repose. Marx, Marinetti, and Tzara were very much part of the Japanese cultural fray, as were performance artists, inspired by what they had recently seen on stage in Germany and Russia: aggressive assaults on bourgeois notions of pleasure and of beauty. The Futurists and the Surrealists, but especially advocates of proletarian practice and cultural critique, were working to collapse the distance between a settled art, to be studied and appreciated in a gallery or museum, and the unsettled conditions of everyday life.

Such unsettlement was dramatized by the disastrous earthquake, of course. But it was serially exposed by the government’s sharply enhanced surveillance and censorship law (1925), by the mass arrests of communists or others deemed subversive (1928), as well as by the collapse of world markets (1929) and the ensuing sting of widespread poverty and unemployment. On the film front, 1930 marked the appearance of von Sternberg’s Morocco, which would become a tremendously popular “talkie” in Japan, signaling the imminent demise and wholesale cashiering of the benshi, including Heigo.

All of this seems to have pressed on Kurosawa and moved him to leave his studio. He made a turn toward uncertainty, taking what may well have been the biggest chance in his life until then. Abandoning a bourgeois study of painting, he joined the proletarian movement, if for reasons still bound to certain family issues. The worldwide economic depression struck home. Kurosawa recalculated the cost of his canvases and art supplies, realizing it was more than his parents could bear. But his brother, too, was doubtless a motivating factor. Without Heigo’s example of living life as a series of high wire acts and without his disdain when told of Kurosawa’s newfound political allegiance—“it’s a fever; it will pass”—Kurosawa might not have edged closer toward the real, not metaphorical, risks he took as the 1920s were coming to an end.

Not surprisingly, then, at the point in his memoir when Kurosawa is set to leave studio painting behind and turn to the streets for inspiration, he cuts to a scene that features his brother. He recounts Heigo’s own forced departure from home, of his drifting across the city, a modern day ronin, “moving from boardinghouse to boardinghouse.” The only constants in his brother’s life seem to be his inner demons. Literati in general had shown affection for the Russians, but for Heigo, Kurosawa observes, “Russian literature was an addiction.” His devotion to moving pictures, too, was all consuming. Movies may have their fans, but Heigo was “fanatical.” Long before he became a headline benshi, his brother had incubated strong views about the movies he habitually attended and conveyed them to Kurosawa with irresistible insistence:

I took special care to see every film my brother recommended. As far back as elementary school I walked all the way to Asakusa to see a movie he had said was good . . . I remember waiting in line for the discount tickets, for the late show, and I remember my brother getting a terrific scolding from my father when we got home.

From the age of nine, by Kurosawa’s reckoning, so regularly did he follow Heigo’s voice into one or another Tokyo movie theatre throughout the silent era that at the midpoint of his personal chronicle he can provide a remarkable inventory of the films he recalls seeing over a ten-year period, closely corresponding to the decade of the 1920s. It comprises almost a hundred titles. There is scant accompanying commentary and no critique. Beyond giving us the title of a given film and its director, we are left on our own to gauge how or why each one left an “impression” on Kurosawa.

We can fairly assume that Heigo instructed his brother to see many, most, or all of them (“even I am surprised at the number of films I saw during this time that have survived in the annals of cinema history. And I owe this to my brother”). American directors are prominent: D. W. Griffith, Charles Chaplin, Cecil B. DeMille, Frank Borzage, King Vidor, John Ford, William Wellman, Rex Ingram, Fred Niblo (along with such comic performers as Harold Lloyd, Buster Keaton, and Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle). Conspicuous, too, are the Germans, including those whose careers began in that country, even if ambition or political necessity after the Nazi ascent drove them to Hollywood: Robert Wiene, Ernst Lubitsch, Erich von Stroheim, Fritz Lang, Josef von Sternberg, F. W. Murnau, G. W. Pabst, and Lupu Pick. Elsewhere, Kurosawa will say that Abel Gance’s La Roue had an especially profound effect on him. He acknowledges other French directors: Jean Renoir, Jean Epstein, Léon Poirier, Germaine Dulac, Man Ray, and Luis Buñuel (the latter two not French but whose careers were importantly shaped by the Surrealist movement based there at the time). Besides the Russians—Sergei Eisenstein and V. I. Pudovkin—he notes the Swedish director Victor Sjöström and the Danish filmmaker Carl Dreyer (whose Jeanne d’Arc will feature the saint on trial, against a white background, facing magistrates seen and unseen, elements that seem to be restaged during the woman’s testimony in Rashomon).

Nowhere else in Kurosawa’s memoir are we treated to anything like the detail that Kurosawa pours into the silent films he saw during this ten-year period. There is no such record, for example, of the artwork he saw in reproduction. We are left to conclude that his attachment to these silent films is far more intense than is his recall of paintings, including those he may have studied and tried to replicate. If even van Gogh was important to him in the late 1920s, it had more to do with the example the artist set—to reveal his “self” inside the art, perhaps, too, for the tragedy of his self-sacrifice—and less so for a particular use of color, composition, or anything else that was strictly “pictorial.” Kurosawa never remarks on the irony that van Gogh was finding his own way toward a European “modernism” via examples taken from Japanese ukiyo-e, even as Japanese artists and writers were looking toward Europe for examples to stimulate their own take on the modern.

Any of us might reasonably ask: Is this list Kurosawa rolls out in the middle of his memoir factually accurate? If he reports seeing The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari in 1919, but the record shows the film was not completed until 1920 and not screened in Japan until the following year, does it diminish his account? Or does it redirect us to something other than such facts, to locate a deeper truth about how Kurosawa’s memory and his films revisit and reshape the past? Perhaps it is not just Weine’s film so much as the exact year when he says he saw it we should key on (given that the list is devoted to the 1920s, Kurosawa’s chronology is just slightly “off,” so far as it begins in 1919).

When the woodcutter in Rashomon stops in his tracks and in horror stares at the pair of hands raised in rigor mortis, Kurosawa may be flashing back to another set of dead hands reaching out from the “coffin” near the start of Caligari. He dates seeing this expressionist film to 1919, when he could not have seen it, because it was not yet made or available in Japan. But 1919 is the year when he did see his beloved sister lying dead in her own coffin. The same year marked Heigo’s fall from academic grace, the beginning of his exile from the family, and his ronin-like movement toward the primary dramatic narrative of his own life: his rise and fall in the movie business.

Perhaps we should look upon Kurosawa’s detailed record of the silent films that were memorable to him, spanning 1919 and 1929, as an expression of his gratitude. In a crucial way, silent films kept him and his older brother together over a ten-year period when other factors might have driven them apart. For Kurosawa, silent films filled a physical and an emotional void in his life—a departed sister, an estranged brother—and so he remembered them, as he might remember Lilian Gish or Rudolph Valentino, because for him they were playing a double role.

The cinematic line Kurosawa strings across this decade also helps us understand his move from being a painter of “still life” to one of life in motion as a member of the proletarian collective. Kurosawa was a voracious reader but not a systematic thinker (Mishima once made this point, saying Kurosawa’s ideas were those a middle schooler might have, albeit from a time when Japanese chugakko were really good). Kurosawa admits to contact with Das Kapital, also to mystification about the inner workings of the Marxist “dialectic.” It is unlikely he embraced the proletarian movement from anything he read or from elaborate political convictions.

Rather, he appears gripped by the same sort of “vague anxiety” that the author Akutagawa had identified as his reason for leaving the world. But Kurosawa used his anxiety, or such “dissatisfaction” as he felt about the Japanese present or near future, to move in the opposite direction—that is, to engage the world with hope and a will to change it. Kurosawa sensed how much was roiling and in constant motion outside anyone’s “studio” in Tokyo in the 1920s, such that “still life” painting would come to seem small, a decorous frame better fit for another time and place. Proletarian art offered the promise of a larger canvas. In place of fruit or flowers arranged in a bowl or a vase, it gave Kurosawa license to paint people in agitated motion, workers massing together, seen close up, as if they were heroic (the way the neighborhood women, en masse, confront the bureaucrats and propel the action in Ikiru, or how the students gather in stirring protest near the start of No Regrets for Our Youth).

No doubt the silent films Kurosawa had taken in all along, at his brother’s encouragement or insistence, fed his need for a larger canvas on which to project his artistic vision. Before he signed up to make proletarian art, the experience of joining the masses in the darkness of a movie theatre in a bustling part of town had already provided Kurosawa with a larger screen and a more public space. Silent films had given him cause to move, as he would, toward an art more in gear with the turmoil of the era.
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Kurosawa was just thirteen when the earthquake struck. The shock of what he saw then imprinted itself on the backs of his eyelids. But the ensuing social unrest is something he claims ignorance of, tucked away as he was in his adolescent “greenhouse.” Kurosawa surely sensed, though, that the cultural ground around him was opening up. Set to give the graduation speech at Kuroda Elementary just before the earthquake, he nevertheless knew it was time to read the “revolutionary” address his brother wrote for him, even if he was “a coward” and not yet ready to read it.

Not just buildings lost their shape when the earthquake broke the surface on which they stood. Perceptions were also skewed, or else became attuned to a new world, where instabilities were to be expected. Collages start to replace “still life”; short stories break into shorter, banal or aphoristic pieces. Even local or rural places, celebrated in tradition, appear to be tottering and losing their identities. The familiar now lies at an angle. Akutagawa apprehended this shift perhaps much earlier, but wrote about it tellingly after the earthquake:

He was living in the upstairs room of a house in the suburbs. The second story tilted oddly because the ground was unstable.

In that room, his aunt would often quarrel with him, though not without occasional interventions from his adoptive parents. Still, he loved his aunt more than anyone. She never married, and by the time he was twenty, she was an old woman close to sixty.

He often wondered, in that suburban second story, if people who loved each other had to cause each other pain. Even as the thought crossed his mind, he was aware of the floor’s eerie tilt. (from The Life of a Stupid Man)

By 1928, news of the turmoil outside—the mass arrest of communists in March, the assassination of a Chinese warlord, and heightened adventurism on the continent—no longer seemed so distant. Unbeknown to his family, Kurosawa begins commuting to the Proletarian Art Research Institute in the Toshima district of northern Tokyo. The following year, he would formally join the All-Japan Federation of Proletarian Arts. By doing so, he became part of a very broad-based movement, which included fiction writers, cultural and social critics, as well as visual artists and filmmakers.

Proletarian art and criticism had become indeed a dominant cultural force, a testament to how widespread and long-standing were voices in Japan calling for revolutionary change along with “a new art for a new world.” Kotoku Shusui, the anarcho-socialist inspired by Kropotkin who was arrested the year of Kurosawa’s birth (1910) and executed the following year on exaggerated charges of treason, signaled a beginning of subversive political and cultural expression in modern Japan. By the mid-teens, Osugi Sakae would take up the anarchist banner, joined by radical feminists such as Ito Noe, who would become his lover. In the vigilante terrorism after the earthquake, the police captured and murdered this “subversive” couple. The police officer who oversaw their actual killing, Amakasu Masahiko, would go on to become the head of Manei, the film production company the Japanese military set up in Manchuria during the war (the composer Sakamoto Ryuichi plays Amakasu in Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Last Emperor).

As earlier noted, The Sower, appearing in 1921, augured a succession of proletarian and counterculture journals that would emerge throughout the decade. One journal-producing art group of particular significance was Mavo, begun just months after the earthquake, which attracted artists across the oppositional spectrum. It became the hub of the experimental avant-garde in Japan, drawing on German expressionist energies, as well as on post-Bolshevik constructivists. At the outset, the Mavo group relied on “self-expressive” acts. Any notion here of making art “for the people” was based on a prior demand for personal revolution—a liberation of the self. Led by the charismatic performance artist Murayama Tomoyoshi, Mavo took as its rallying cry “from the atelier to the streets.” A Dada-like spontaneity, a disdain for beauty, a Futurist mixing of media (theatre, painting, music, dance), the randomness of collage, were underscored in the manifestos and mission statements produced by Mavo in its early phase.

Murayama and his group saw the destruction of Tokyo in the earthquake of 1923 as a tabula rasa, the vast material and human loss as an urgency: to pick up the pieces of a broken world and create a new one, though with no need of a governing politics or a predictable cultural order. Such were the currents surging through and reanimating the desolate urban space of post-earthquake Japan.

By the time Kurosawa joined the All-Japan Federation of Proletarian Arts, one of its leaders was Okamoto Toki. He was a former member of Mavo, who by the late 1920s had come to reject its self-expressive permissiveness. No longer content with the experimental avant-garde, Okamoto and some other Mavo members moved to embrace a more organized commitment to social liberation. Kurosawa never mentions Okamoto in his memoir. But Okamoto, writing in Akahata (Red Flag) in 1966, vividly recalls the young Kurosawa’s proletarian art and specifically a massive watercolor, Meeting at the Construction Site. Traits evident in his proletarian paintings of the late 1920s, Okamoto argues, would re-surface in Kurosawa’s postwar black-and-white films:

A youth, full of energy, showed up at our Proletarian Artists Research Studio, and very rapidly became a champion of proletarian art. This painting is a depiction of struggle at a construction site. It is a large-scale watercolor, and what struck me about it were the many contentious lines criss-crossing over the entire surface. There is dynamism and a bright spirit in the painting, even if it showed signs of not being fully worked out, and so lacking in a certain persuasive force.

Of course he had only been in our studio to study for six months, before graduating and becoming a full-fledged member of our collective. In that sense, what he produced was not a perfected artistic style, rather one that shows someone still grappling with the medium.

Those were tumultuous, turbulent days. The painter of this watercolor would become famous, and is now recognized worldwide as a great movie director. So everyone knows him for his work in film. On the other hand, his work from these early years is barely known to anyone.

But if we look at the scale and the layered depths of his paintings from that time, we can detect the beginnings of an artistic vision that is evident in his films, as well as elements of his distinctive, personal style.
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Meeting at the Construction Site

Five of Kurosawa’s works from his proletarian period were shown at the Second All-Japan Federation of Proletarian Arts Exhibition, held in Ueno at the Municipal Art Museum, December 1–15, 1929. Three were oil paintings: Farmers—A Study, Against the Imperialist War, and For a Farmers’ Cooperative. Additionally, there was a poster, For Labor Unions, and what seems to have been the most attention-getting piece of all: a large-scale watercolor titled Meeting at the Construction Site, which so impressed Okamoto. All of these works are lost. There is a black-and-white photograph of the watercolor and of two other posters Kurosawa thought to exhibit but never did, titled Give Workers Unemployment Insurance and Join Our Rally—“Total Opposition to the Imperialist War.”

The photographs show distinct traces of Soviet influence, if also the barbed satire of the German artist George Grosz, who had been enthusiastically advanced by the Mavo group years earlier. Proletarian critics of the time recognized Kurosawa’s talent and promise but, like many of his postwar film producers, found fault with his “message,” as if it were split or confusing to the point of being meaningless.

Kurosawa knew early on that the kind of socialist realism called for in proletarian art was not his style (if it had to be “realism,” he says he preferred Courbet, that is, a moodier realism, a lushness of shadow). And so his work in the exhibition was subjected to predictable criticism: too much Expressionist energy, too much Futurism, too much romantic melodrama. “For all his technical skill,” one critic wrote, “Kurosawa’s handling of his subject is too academic and formal. Avant-garde flourishes obstruct a straightforward realism.” The overall thrust of the critique was that Kurosawa should get his hands dirty and become a manual laborer before he tried to paint “labor” again.

Kurosawa’s debut at the All-Japan Federation of Proletarian Arts Exhibition of 1929 would have no follow-up (it seems he attempted to exhibit two works in the same show the following year, but they were “withdrawn,” or perhaps rejected). We may recall that 1929 also marks the “end” of Kurosawa’s catalog of memorable silent films and was also when his brother Heigo would narrate his last films at the Cinema Palace before moving to Asakusa’s Taishokan for what would be his final stand as a benshi.

But a sense of being born and growing up as an artist amid intense worldwide struggles in cultural exchange with writers, thinkers, and artists from many foreign quarters surely contributed to the raw ambition of Kurosawa’s postwar film work. Okamoto is right to trace the monumental, heroic style of Kurosawa’s allegories back to a boldness already evident in Kurosawa’s 1920s paintings, when he meant to advance, according to his own best lights, an utopian and increasingly desperate cause.

By 1930, we see Kurosawa already backing away from proletarian art, perhaps in frustration that he could not make his style more correct in the eyes of the movement’s arbiters. He does not retreat from the world, however. Rather, he follows through more resolutely on a call sounded throughout the 1920s, whether by the experimental avant-garde or by the Marxists: to leave art, as such, behind and take action to the streets.

In other words, painting, even if associated with a political art meant to spur dramatic social change, is something Kurosawa now puts down and walks away from. For a period of nearly two years, Kurosawa will go underground. He becomes a courier for proletarian publications, passing messages between clandestine cells. He did so at risk. The arrest and interrogation scenes in No Regrets for Our Youth, the first film he made in the postwar period, no doubt gather their dramatic force from Kurosawa’s agitated memory of such experiences.

When he left the studio for the streets, Kurosawa doubtless calculated that the risk was worth the chance of effecting some significant change in society, at the least a way to slow down or degrade the build-up of an imperialist regime. But as the 1920s ended, the shadows were deepening. The coming years, 1930–1933, brought diminishing light or comfort to anyone who hoped to alter the course of things to come and to the personal lives of the brothers Kurosawa. The news just grew more desperate as the government closed the door firmly on challenges to its rule. The utopia envisioned by many revolutionaries across the ideological divide—an East Asia “liberated” from the Western powers—was now usurped and redefined by the nationalist right. The Japanese government would paint its military expansion and colonial occupation as a bucolic landscape where all Asians were brothers, linked in mutual “co-prosperity.” Such a landscape made the 1930s an especially treacherous time for anyone attempting to use imagery or language to eke out the truth, instead of giving in to the half-truth or the lie.

Around this time, too, silent films were coming to an end, a cultural footnote to the more encompassing silence of a nation about to embark on a total war. As for Kurosawa’s brother, unemployed and adrift again: he would take one last train, to the country, and there fulfill the destiny he had always said lay in wait for him.


8

The Witnesses, and the Silence
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Ikiru

Kurosawa’s films repeatedly feature passages, sometimes painfully drawn out, that force us to endure without sound. We are made conscious instead of the voicelessness of a given scene, only to be startled by a sudden traffic noise (Ikiru), by a footfall in the mist-covered forest (The Seven Samurai), or by a cry off-screen (Sanshiro Sugata). There is of course the silence that surrounds the rain as Rashomon begins and that descends upon the gate as the rain lets up near the end.

Such silence is especially telling because Kurosawa, far more than his great contemporaries in the postwar period, builds intricate soundscapes and constructs platforms for an oral narrative, mindful as he was of the sonic drama always present throughout the silent film era in Japan. Kurosawa’s silences are neither inadvertent nor merely aesthetic gestures, something chic or cool to offer the international art film crowd of the 1950s.

Often, a given silence signals deprivation, as experienced by a given film’s characters, so stunned are they by what they have just seen or heard that they are momentarily lost inside their minds, cut off from ordinary sensation, including sound. But silence might also signal an acute stab of personal memory of the time cinema was stripped of its accompaniment by a live narrator and a brother’s voice went silent. Or it could derive from other historical memories, even from feelings of expiation or shame. As we will see, Kurosawa looked back with considerable regret at his own silence during the war years and at speech acts that were in bland conformity with the jingoistic tenor of the times.

We might recall, too, that the company Kurosawa went to work for in 1936, PCL, had come into being seven years earlier to fill a special niche—namely, as a laboratory to develop and perfect sound technology for the making and projection of talkie films. In other words, PCL was founded to advance the very technology that accelerated the demise of the benshi. Even if Heigo’s suicide remains a mystery, as the benshi Yamano Ichiro called it, with several factors driving him to that end, the loss of his occupation surely figured among them.

Kurosawa never consciously alludes to this cruel irony in his interviews or reminiscences or in his confessional memoir: he would enter the film world via the company founded to perfect the very technology that hastened his brother’s death. But it is an irony he could not have repressed entirely. It doubtless shaped many of the characters who take center stage in his films, as well as those lurking in the shadows, who have a past that haunts them and exist entrapped or cornered by that past, like a mummified bureaucrat or a left behind stray dog.

Here, the silencing of the benshi, with consequences for experience inside a movie theatre, bleeds into the world outside it. Even if he were playing the role of a mortally wounded Valentino on the screen, Kurosawa Heigo did not “die” at the Taishokan in Asakusa, but at a hot springs inn on the Izu Peninsula. And there was that other “silencing,” of the culture makers and the intellectuals, who lost their voices of opposition and courage around the same time. Kurosawa, self-admittedly, was one of them.
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The compilers of the multivolume compendium on Kurosawa’s life and works lament how little exists to closely document what went on in his own, much less in his brother’s life, between 1930 and 1936, when Kurosawa passed the company exam and entered PCL for training to become an assistant director. Yet turning to Kurosawa’s recollections, besides those dealing with the earthquake and its aftermath—the “expedition to conquer fear,” as orchestrated by his brother—the other dramatically charged passages deal with Heigo’s final residence, followed by the circumstances leading up to and the actual scene of his brother’s end. Kurosawa titles the first “An Alley in the Floating World,” as if to set the stage for a rakish period piece. But a mood swing at the halfway point will take this chapter down a decidedly darker path. The second he calls simply “A Story I Don’t Want to Tell.” The reluctance registered in the title is something Kurosawa would fight through, though not completely, because there are aspects to what happened at Heigo’s end that he evidently could not talk about and did not write down.

There are other witnesses, however, to what happened then. Two terse regional newspaper accounts appear in midsummer 1933, with details about how the film narrator Suda Teimei met his end. And in his own memoir of life in the movie business, Yamano Ichiro, who was Suda Teimei’s benshi mentor, records his recollections of Heigo’s last days, which, like the journalistic accounts, differ in important aspects from the description of “what happened” as provided by Kurosawa. The upshot of reading these “witness” accounts is that we may regard one or another, or all of them, as being unreliable to a greater or lesser degree. But as Rashomon reveals, we often need the unreliable to get anywhere at all.

Indeed such witnesses, added to Kurosawa’s own withholding testimony, help us appreciate how hard it is, using fact, fiction, or memory, to close in on a deeply human truth, in anything other than a legalistic or instrumentalist way. They may help us better grasp, too, the storytelling structure of Rashomon and to see it as more than a clever narrative device or a sterile exercise in film form. We do better to approach it as a prism or an echo chamber, through which other stories about public and private experiences, true to life and death, reveal themselves.
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Toward the end of 1931, Kurosawa would formally leave the All-Japan Federation of Proletarian Arts, though he had lost his passion to paint even earlier. He was not committed enough to political ideals or to a conception of art, which called for chunks of ideology to be applied programmatically straight to the canvas. Instead, he turned his energy toward “direct, illegal political action,” behavior he later looked back on and called “frivolous and reckless.” Proletarian publications were going underground, even as shutdowns and crackdowns increased, auguring the arrival of a militarized police state. Kurosawa went down there with them, acting as a low-rung courier, bringing reports of activities outside to the press below, where they could be coded and further transmitted to the public.

While he was still a member of the All-Japan Federation of Proletarian Arts, Kurosawa had been arrested and briefly jailed. Were he to be caught now, not for “art” but for exchanging messages that posed a traitorous threat, the penalty would be severe. He worried that the next arrest would bring real shame to his family. And so for different motives Kurosawa did what his brother had done many years before:

Just imagining the look on my father’s face if he heard I had been arrested gave me immeasurable pain. I told my parents I was going to live with my brother for a while, and I left home. I moved from rented room to rented room and occasionally found shelter in the homes of Communist sympathizers.

Unsteadily grounded in a political cause, Kurosawa thus started his floating life and began to arrange secret meetings. Surveillance of proletarian activity was intense, no-shows to meetings not uncommon (the assumption being that a comrade had been arrested or broke off his route if he was being followed). Kurosawa describes one such rendezvous he planned on a snowy day at a coffee shop near Komagome Station. He gets there early. As he opens the door, a half-dozen men spring up, wearing the “reptilian faces” of undercover police. He turns and runs. To compensate—“I’m not very fast on my feet”—Kurosawa would plot an escape route before each assignment. This time, such a precaution likely saved him.

Kurosawa goes on to report other run-ins, including one that involved the dreaded kempeitai (military police). His arresting officer, though, proved to be shockingly lenient. He gave the young man permission to go to the bathroom, alone, in case there was any “evidence” he might want to dispose of (there was, and he did).

There was a certain pleasure in this unsafe game. Kurosawa describes the thrill of changing his appearance, wearing glasses, thinking up disguised identities. Meanwhile, many who worked on the proletarian newspaper itself had been jailed. One day, Kurosawa found himself tapped to exchange his courier job and take another as an editorial assistant. Whether or not he welcomed the move or felt any safer, he knew it would just further expose his shallow grasp of Marxism. Yet, for a time, he hung on.

During the winter of 1932, cut off it seems from any funds from home (it is elsewhere suggested that his older sister helped to support him from 1927 until he entered PCL in 1936), Kurosawa was barely scraping by on the pittance he earned for his editorial work. He was living in a four-mat room, roughly eight feet by eight feet, “untouched by any sunlight,” upstairs over a mah-jong parlor near Suidobashi (such hovels are featured in both of his police procedurals, Stray Dog and High and Low). There were extended “down times” at the paper, when he received no money or provisions of any kind. Kurosawa spent many days “shivering under the covers” to stave off both cold and hunger.

Not surprisingly, he took ill, one time quite seriously. He ran a high fever for days before anyone noticed. Finally, the landlord encountered his sweat-soaked tenant. He took pity, even though he suspected Kurosawa to be “red,” and so someone he should report to the authorities for his personal and his family’s safety. Instead, he had his daughter nurse the sick youth back to health. She would bring him warm rice gruel three times a day. Kurosawa later recalled the great kindness he was shown at this time by these strangers.

It took weeks for him to slowly recover, during which Kurosawa made no contact with anyone at the newspaper. Members routinely interpreted such silence as a sign of certain prolonged incarceration. And so Kurosawa seized on his assumed “disappearance” to make an exit. He would have no further involvement with the proletarian movement, either as an artist or in its underground activities. Grudgingly, he acknowledges that Heigo’s smug prediction—“it’s a fever, it will pass”—had come true. Though he adds, like a disclaimer, that it was never such a high fever in the first place.

Finally, Kurosawa was well enough to leave the boardinghouse. In the spring of 1932, on unsteady legs, he found himself on a path he had walked many times before, in middle school, stretching from Suidobashi to Ochanomizu. He recalled that the Cinema Palace, where his brother had gained notoriety, was not far from here, also that Heigo was still living in a tenement nearby. At this low point in his life, weakened physically and in confusion about his place in the world and what he was meant to do with his life, Kurosawa gravitated toward his brother. He quotes movingly from a modern haiku by Nakamura Kusatao (1901–1983):

Coming down the winding trail
The springtime voice of the crying calf
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“At the corner of the way from Ushigome-Kagurazaka to the stockade, there is a little alleyway that remains just as it was in the feudal era.” Thus Kurosawa introduces us to his brother’s neighborhood and final domicile, where he himself would live for nearly half a year. It marks a path leading to a place which Kurosawa would imaginatively recreate in several of his postwar black-and-white films. Down an alley in a part of Kagurazaka that had survived the devastation of the Tokyo earthquake, remnants of what he calls the “feudal era” survive.

Just so, his postwar films, in either period or contemporary dress, confront us with a layered, striated world: the present at one level; several pasts surfacing at others. As he was making Rashomon and Seven Samurai, Ikiru and The Lower Depths (his dynamic reimagining of the Gorki play), Kurosawa likely found himself riding back through the “feudal” era or even further back into the Heian Golden Age, only to discover he was simultaneously veering down an alleyway in Kagurazaka, in pursuit of something dear that he had lost.

By September 1929, Suda Teimei was nearing the end of a two-year run as a headline narrator at the Cinema Palace. Over the summer months leading up to it, he had voice-acted the parts and told the story of Rudolph Valentino in Blood and Sand, Charlie Chaplin in The Kid, Jean Debucourt in The Fall of the House of Usher, and Gertrude Arnold in Kriemhild’s Revenge—all films Kurosawa himself remembers seeing. One of the last films his brother narrated at the Cinema Palace was Murnau’s Nosferatu, which, like Weine’s Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, features the undead, who rise from their caskets. There is an early intertitle in the Murnau film, which we can be fairly certain Heigo took special notice of and, as Suda Teimei, dramatically declaimed. We read and can almost hear the benshi’s voice intone the line: “No one can outrun his fate.”

Like most other theatres of the time, the Cinema Palace published a weekly program, highlighting featured movies, replete with studio photographs, a brief plot summary, and the cast roster, including the names of the narrators assigned to each film (at least two and often four films were shown each week). The September 9, 1929, Cinema Palace program, in addition, carried a brief message, from the narrator Suda Teimei:

“On the Occasion of My Parting”

How precious a time it has been, to be employed by this Theatre while such exciting and wondrous films were being screened. I was here for fully two years. Just last week I took leave of the Palace, for now. Fleeting are the things of this world, yet I deeply savored all of my days here. I am in your debt, and thankful, for our relationship of such long standing.

I learned a great deal in this stylish and charming Palace over these two years. So many things I will find impossible to forget. The imposing lectern. The green lamp. The brilliant orange of our stage curtain.

Farewell Palace! So long, Big Parade! So long, La Roue!

I’ll remember you always.

Sayonara.

Kurosawa does not cite this farewell message in his memoir or detail the circumstances of Heigo’s departure from the Cinema Palace. Instead, in another misremembering of what took place when he says he was wandering unsteadily after his winter illness of 1932, he came across his brother’s name in an advertisement for the Cinema Palace. Indeed, he reports running into Heigo backstage at that time, “startling” him. Heigo is likewise “shocked” to see his brother so down and out and immediately invites Kurosawa to come home with him. The memoir notes: “My father had been told that I was staying with my brother from the time I first left home; now that lie became the truth.”

But by the spring of 1932, when all of this is allegedly taking place, over two years had passed since Heigo last worked at the Cinema Palace, which screened exclusively silent foreign films. At this time, Suda Teimei was actually employed at the Taishokan theatre in Asakusa, on another side of town, where he had started to work the previous year. The Taishokan still showed silent films. But given the changes fast overtaking the movie industry in Japan and elsewhere, it also featured a sharply increasing number of foreign talkies. The benshi, improbably, still performed at talkies, but their voices were now in competition with synchronized recorded sound. The results were muddled, and though the benshi had a devoted following to the end, the studios, theatre managers, and even a loyal audience knew that their benshi were soon to be a thing of the past.

Perhaps here, as in certain other episodes featuring Heigo’s last days, Kurosawa “resolved” the chronology or the setting in favor of the one that casts his brother in a more flattering, forgiving light. At the Cinema Palace, Heigo was still at the top of his game, a hero in his chosen profession. By 1932, at the Taishokan, he was becoming more of a shabby, garbled sideshow. How could his voice “be” Emil Jannings, Marlene Dietrich, or Anna May Wong when the talkie Shanghai Express could bring to Asakusa the “real,” if canned and mechanically reproduced, voices of these stars? This sound film by von Sternberg was nevertheless one that Suda Teimei attempted to “narrate.” In fact, it was the last film Kurosawa Heigo ever worked on as a benshi.

And so, down that “alley” where Kurosawa had gone to find his brother, we encounter not the soon-to-be-cashiered benshi, but the “protector,” indeed the hero, one more time. The memoirist settles into high raconteur mode, reminding us first of all of how this place fits into the history of the city and how the characters to be found here are part of urban legend and lore:

The tenement and the alley where my brother lived were like the places the rakugo storytellers have set their tales in for generations. There was no running water, but only a well where people drew their water. The residents were all of the most traditional, born and bred edokko, the original Tokyoites. My brother’s role in this setting was like that of a masterless samurai, like the late seventeenth century battle-scarred warrior Horibei Yasubei of the war romances. He was looked upon with awe and respect.

Despite financial struggles, the Kurosawa family had generally managed to find housing in districts of the city belonging to the yama no te, on land of somewhat higher elevation, in the central and western parts of Tokyo. This was the “high city,” associated with ex-samurai turned government bureaucrats, educators, or just those with means. To be sure, they shared the heights with those of lower social strata from rural regions north and south, who had poured into Tokyo to find employment in the frenzied, industrializing, modernizing nation-state of late nineteenth century Japan. On the city’s other, eastern side, there lies the shitamachi, the watery, bridge-covered “low city” memorialized in ukiyo-e, home to both genteel and actual poverty and whose quarters were least changed by the first wave of “modernizing” expansionism.

If the high city was associated with regular work, social-climbing ambition, or other edifying, “modern” pursuits, the low city was known for its embrace of hustle, bustle, and play and for its ramshackle array of wooden structures harboring artisans, street merchants, vagrants, and of course entertainers famous for one or another body part: dancers, prostitutes, and storytellers. Cinema had its palaces scattered across the city. But throughout the silent film era, while it still had the benshi’s living voice to capture audiences, it is fair to say that movie theatres anywhere, in the darkness and from inside, felt more like they belonged to the garrulous low city than to the high.

We note, too, that after both the earthquake of 1923, and the firebombings of Tokyo at the end of the war, it was the shitamachi of the lower, eastern quarters that bore the brunt of the raging fires. These neighborhoods became a focal point for the hell screens that survivors would visualize and later recall.

Even before these two disasters, the edokko, a multigenerational Tokyoite who was also more than likely settled in these lower, eastern parts, was already a vanishing species. It is estimated that by 1920, nearly 60 percent of Tokyo residents were outsiders who had moved into the city from often distant regions. Kagurazaka, where Heigo was living and where Kurosawa locates his edokko, was not part of “eastern” shitamachi. But it had a pocket on its eastern flank, edging Ushigome and Iidabashi, which preserved traces of the old, low city architecture—nagaya tenements and machiai for geisha—high class and low.

The Kurosawa brothers were born in Tokyo, though raised in less and less posh parts of the high city. They were not, strictly speaking, edokko. Rather, Kurosawa anoints his brother as someone who can “pass” as an edokko and is looked up to “with awe and respect” by his neighbors. As a headline benshi, Heigo could have settled most anywhere in the city he pleased but gravitated toward this older, run-down, funky part of town because it better fit his need for life beyond the grip of polite society, of the strivers or just the routinely ambitious. Heigo was many things, but except for his death wish, never predictable.

We may wonder: who was this Horibei Yasubei to whom Kurosawa likens his brother, further casting a feudal aura over this part of the memoir? Yasubei was a historical figure turned legend, an orphan who would grow up to be an acclaimed swordsman, eventually adopted by a family drawn into the assassination and vendetta plot that would become the most famous of all kabuki plays: Chushingura (The Treasury of Loyal Retainers), based on the tale of the forty-seven ronin. Having successfully avenged their lord, but in a way that the shogunal authorities could not countenance, these forty-seven, including Yasubei, would be forced to commit seppuku, or ritual suicide.

In likening his brother to Yasubei, Kurosawa is no doubt looking back at the glamour and excitement of Heigo’s own ascension and storied past, but also ahead to his brother’s tragic finality. Heigo’s nihilisitic, Artsybashev-inspired death march seems as inexorable as the feudal one the forty-seven ronin set in motion the moment they signed up to be righteous avengers.

When it begins, Kurosawa’s description of his brother’s solicitude and invitation—to come live with him and his woman in this old quarter of Kagurazaka—seems like a welcome respite and a bit of comic relief, coming as it does after the long, dark interval of his own illness and before the looming certainty of his brother’s final act. Kurosawa excitedly embraces the itinerancy, the randomness of what he hears and sees on the streets, neighbors who remind him of characters straight out of the Edo period (1603–1868) and its saucy comic writers (he singles out Shikitei Samba and Santo Kyoden). Inhabitants of these quarters, if they work at all, typically take on artisanal, manual, or menial labor, the proximity of any such “workplace” to “play space” an important factor in the life-style associated with an edokko neighborhood, in fiction and in fact.

And so Kurosawa regales us with stories of old men tending to footwear (taken off) at the storytellers’ halls in Kagurazaka and others delivering food or doing odd jobs around vaudeville houses or movie theatres, whose payment often came in the form of admission passes to these establishments. They would in turn rent their passes for cheap to their neighbors, including Kurosawa, who collected so many that he “spent every day and every evening I lived in the area going to the movies or listening to the storytellers.” He reflects on how the vocal art he encountered at this time and place remained with him, and how necessarily connected it was to memories of his brother, who had taken him in:

But the reason I was able to savor the art of the storytellers so fully is that I had the experience of living in the tenement near Kagurazaka. I had no idea these arts of storytelling and singing would play in my future; I just enjoyed them without thinking about it.
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TOP: Starry night from Stray Dog.
BOTTOM: White paint fight scene, Drunken Angel.

In a burst of joyful recollection, Kurosawa talks of the “clowns and comedians” who were showcased periodically and of one performance in particular, an act called “The Fool’s Sunset.” He describes the pantomime of the fool, staring at the sunset and “the birds flying home to roost.” Amid the silliness, he detects a pathos, a kind of mood swing Kurosawa will embed in many of his postwar films, featuring characters staring off rhapsodically into the sunset sky (Stray Dog, Ikiru), searching for what they had lost; or else “clowns” whose final movements take on tragic dimensions (the gangster covered in white paint before his sacrificial fall in Drunken Angel; the liver-diseased actor who can’t remember his lines until the very end in The Lower Depths).

Here, Kurosawa’s recounting makes its own swerve away from the playful and the comic toward the underside of it all. With his movie passes, Kurosawa is starting to see quite a number of talkie films, too, among them All Quiet on the Western Front, Sous les Toits de Paris, The Blue Angel, Morocco, City Lights, The Threepenny Opera, and Shanghai Express. Coming to the end of this list, which augurs career doom for narrators like his brother, Kurosawa breaks away, into a broader reflection on the significance of light, darkness, and shadow:

As the talkies came in, they spelled the end of the silent-film era. As the silent films went out, so did the need for the narrators, and my brother’s livelihood was struck a terrible blow. At first all seemed well because at this time my brother was chief narrator at a first-run movie house, the Taishokan in Asakusa, where he had his own following. The change was very gradual, and coincided with my discovery that the bright, cheerful humor of tenement life I enjoyed so much harbored in its shadows a dark reality. This is probably true of human life everywhere—a light exterior hides a dark underside. But I was seeing it for the first time, and I was forced to think about it.

As if to better balance art and life, Kurosawa now adds to his list of talkies another list of actual neighborhood events, to document the bleaker aspects of this quarter. His roster painfully dramatizes one source for Kurosawa’s filmic interrogations of false appearance, of the multisided nature of things: the quiet old man who raped his granddaughter; the woman screaming, threatening suicide every night, laughed at for her failed attempts, who finally drowns herself in the well; the stylish stepmother promenading outside, her bound and tortured stepchild left inside.

That child’s story is extended to illustrate the horror of seeing but not knowing what passes before us as “real” in the world. Kurosawa describes a woman in light makeup, walking along the street, smiling sweetly as a lamb. But a neighbor had just heard a child’s anguished cries and through a window saw this same woman in a rage, sadistically burning her stepdaughter’s abdomen. Now that the woman has gone out, the neighbor pleads with Kurosawa to intervene—save the abused child. He hesitates, then moves toward the flat, sees the girl tied to a post, and, “like a thief,” enters. He starts to free her. But the girl glares at him in fury and fear. No one asked for your help, she screams. “If I’m not tied up when she gets back, she’ll torture me again.” So Kurosawa reties the sash and leaves, concluding that pity would be the source of more trouble, that “even if untied, she could not escape from the environment that bound her to that post.” The severely abused, traumatized child, who will be patiently nursed back to health in Kurosawa’s last black-and-white film, Red Beard (1965), hauntingly resembles this child he did not save, except by remembering her.

The stepchild scene in Kurosawa’s memoir is among the most anguished and most revealing passages in the book. By the time he wrote it, he was already making color films in the second phase of his career, having resolved the moral dilemma largely in favor of the position taken here, namely, that the environment rules. We are all beholden to a past and a surrounding present we cannot escape or outrun, living a life we cannot significantly alter. But when he was making Rashomon, Ikiru, and Seven Samurai, Kurosawa doubtless felt an urgency that demanded another moral reckoning. Inside that core triangle of his postwar films, the child must be rescued, the playground must be built, the village must be saved, no matter the inertia or the resistance thrown up by the “environment” or by a cynical art, too jaded or aloof to be troubled.

As we know, there is more than one kind of fear in Rashomon. There is a criminal out there who has done something heinous. But there is also a criminal inside who does nothing.
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The stepchild story made him feel bad, Kurosawa says. It also set him up to write the very next chapter, which will make him feel even worse, about his brother’s final days. This is the story he really does not want to write, yet somehow must, or else, “I can’t go on.”

Because all Western films henceforth would be talkies, the foreign movie theatres announced a policy (in 1932) that they would have no further need of benshi. No new narrators were to be hired and those already employed were slated for retirement, en masse. The benshi immediately form a strike committee. Heigo is elected to be one of its principal leaders. At such a “difficult” time in his brother’s life, Kurosawa realizes he can no longer impose on Heigo and his woman. So he slinks back to his family home, after several years away, and proceeds to tell comforting lies to his parents about his “art career.” He takes up pencil sketching again. Painting in oils is his ambition, but it is a luxury he can’t afford, especially since his sister and her husband have been called on by now to cover the family’s bills.

One day Kurosawa learns that Heigo had made a serious attempt to take his life (exactly where, using what method, he does not say). The failure of the strike and Heigo’s aggrieved position as its leader looks like the cause, though Kurosawa notes that his brother seemed long resigned to the fact that narrators would no longer be needed once film technology progressed to the point of including sound. The “gloom” of Heigo’s attempted suicide settles on the household. To dispel it, Kurosawa “hit upon the idea of having my brother marry the woman he had been living with” (though other commentators describe her as already Heigo’s saikun, or “wife”). Kurosawa had “sponged off her for nearly a year” and found “nothing objectionable in her character,” adding that he “had come to behave with her as if she were my sister-in-law.” The family, too, has no objections, but Heigo himself is noncommittal—“I attributed his reluctance to the simple fact that he was out of work.”

Russian literature returns to help explain Heigo’s impasse and what was in the offing. Kurosawa had brushed off his mother’s concern, expressed at the time of Heigo’s recent attempt, when she reminded him of Heigo’s repeated claim that he would not live to see his thirtieth birthday. Almost as if he is flinging one of his brother’s dismissive remarks right back at him (“it’s a fever; it will pass”), Kurosawa assures her that this is just Heigo’s overheated, emotional response to something he read in a book. Of course Kurosawa means Mikhail Artsybashev’s Breaking Point. He may have hoped to persuade his mother, if not himself, that the book’s weirdly exuberant advocacy of self-destruction is nothing Heigo himself deeply embraced, much less anything he would try to enact. In an all too literary way, Kurosawa concludes, “People who talk about dying don’t die.” That line can actually be found in the Artsybashev novel, pointing to the likelihood that Kurosawa himself, and not just Heigo, had read the book and recalled it well enough to quote.

Shortly upon his release from the hospital after his failed suicide attempt, Heigo tried to kill himself again. This time he succeeded. Kurosawa Heigo, the benshi Suda Teimei, thus ended his life at the age of twenty-seven. He was true to his word about dying young and not leaving behind an ugly corpse, a conceit Akutagawa also affected, as did, decades later, Mishima, too.

Three days before Heigo died, the brothers had met for dinner. Kurosawa cannot remember the place or what they ate; indeed, from the shock of the suicide, he can remember nothing of what came before or after, except for the words spoken at their final parting that night.

The brothers were in a cab, heading for Shin Okubo Station. Heigo got out, telling Kurosawa to stay and take the car home. Heigo started up the stairs to the platform. Then he turned and started back down, motioning the cab driver to stop. Kurosawa got out and walked toward his brother. “What is it?” he asked. Heigo just looked at him, long and hard. “Nothing. You can go now.” With that, his brother turned and walked up the stairs again.

The transition from this scene to the following one is hard-edged: “The next time I saw him he was covered with a bloody sheet. He had taken his life in a detached cottage of an inn at a hot spring on the Izu Peninsula. At the entrance to the room I found myself unable to move.” Kurosawa says nothing more about the circumstances of his brother’s death. The “blood” on the sheet suggests Heigo had used a knife and so died in a somewhat heroic, samurai-like manner. As for anyone else in the room when Heigo committed his final act, or any other witness, the memoir has nothing to say.

Kurosawa helped his aging father lift his brother’s corpse into the car that had brought them from Tokyo. They stopped at a crematorium, and the body was turned to ash. When the car started up again for the city, the driver seemed even more unnerved: “He drove like a madman all the way back to Tokyo, and took a lot of strange side roads.” Kurosawa’s mother was waiting at home, stoic, not shedding a tear. She bore no grudge, Kurosawa observes, for the way he had breezily dismissed her worry for Heigo’s state of mind. Still, he felt “accused by her silence.” Kurosawa concludes this account of his brother’s end with still another self-accusation: “I could not forgive myself for what I had said to my mother. And how terrible had been the results for my brother. What a fool I am!”

Between the lines of what Kurosawa is writing here, much of it with moving clarity and self-incriminating force, there lies a formidable silence. Take the word Kurosawa uses in any of his writings or comments about how his brother died: jisatsu. Literally, it connotes a “self-killing,” something one does alone. In Japanese, other words are available to describe lovers or desperate families who end their lives, not singly but together. As a seventy-year-old, going back over this painful ground in prose, he may have simply forgotten to add certain details. Or else he may have wished to be protective of his brother, in some small way, given how often Heigo had once protected him.

He may also have known, if unconsciously, that what he did not or could not commit to writing he had already committed to the screen, in the projection of characters who walk up stairs or fall down them; who die, yet miraculously, or wishfully, come back to life; or who tell true stories from a strange angle, because it is so hard to face a human truth head-on.

Rashomon, but also Ikiru and Seven Samurai, all suspend for long intervals, or sharply break away from, a continuous and smooth narrative trajectory. Instead, their characters careen over sharply pitched vertical or diagonal lines; slog or impulsively wade through mud, labyrinths, the piled debris of a wasted or regret-filled life. These films often make us restive, waiting for something to happen: for the enemy to finally show up; for the movie to end when the old man dies; for the criminal, once and for all, to be found out and convicted. But what Kurosawa delivers is hardly ever a “final word” or a neatly summed up, narrative ending, everything reconciled and understood.

Instead he confronts us, gives us a chance to act—to let ourselves be moved. The ending of Rashomon may defy narrative logic, but it carries the weight of an orphan in its imaginative embrace.

Near the end of the wake in Ikiru, we recall, too, the respects paid by the neighborhood cop. He arrives late, holding the deceased’s hat in his hands. He tells of an old man he saw on his rounds, whom he took to be a drunk, sitting on a swing as the snow fell. But he also heard the man singing with joy. It was not something he expected to hear. A voice, beyond reason, that pierced his heart.

[image: image]

In the evening edition of the Shizuoka Minyu Shimbun, July 12, 1933, we encounter a short human interest piece. The headline reads, “The Narrator and the Waitress: Double Suicide at Yugashima.” The account follows. At “Ochiairo,” a hot springs inn in Yugashima on the Izu Peninsula, a Tokyo couple signed in on July 9. The man gave his name: “Suda Teimei, age 28.” He registered his domicile as “the Kurosawa residence” in Nagayado, Tokyo; for his occupation, he wrote “company man.” The woman gave just her first name: “Michiko, age 25.” On the evening of July 10, this couple attempted a double suicide. They had ingested an estimated 400 karumochin (the brand name of a strong sedative) tablets, mixed with a small amount of rat poison. Alerted by cries of pain and distress, the house manager contacted the Obayashi Clinic in the neighboring town. Medical personnel arrived. They administered emergency aid. The man could not be revived and died. The woman remains in critical condition. Five notes were found in their room. According to one, the woman is a café waitress. The two had recently fallen in love, but because the man had “a wife and child,” no future was possible for them. The woman’s identity is under investigation. As for the deceased, he was a narrator at the Denkikan in the Asakusa district of Tokyo. He had also done radio broadcasts. He was on the losing side of a recent strike at the Denkikan. Shortly thereafter, he attempted to take his life. The account concludes: “This was his second attempt.”

Another newspaper article, written four days later, gives us another set of facts. On July 16, the Hochi Shimbun ran a piece titled “Double Suicide at Yugashima: Café Bacchus Waitress Succumbs on July 15.” This account begins on July 8, when the movie narrator Suda Teimei, along with a woman who signed in to the registry as “Michiko,” arrived at “Ochiairo,” a Yugashima hot springs inn, with a plan to commit double suicide. Thanks to the emergency response, the woman did not die immediately (as had the man). It has since been learned that “Michiko” was a waitress at the Café Bacchus, in the Ginza district of Tokyo. She has further been identified as Nakamura Imako, age twenty-six, the younger sister of Kotobuki Hajime, whose residence is in Fukagawa, Tomioka cho, Tokyo. Unfortunately, “she did not respond to further treatment, and passed away on the morning of July 15.”

In 1960, Yamano Ichiro, the famous benshi who was Heigo’s mentor and gave him his first break in that profession, published a quirky memoir titled Ninjo eiga baka (Sentimental Movie Fool). In one section, Yamano devotes himself to a concise account of Heigo as he was coming up and of his final days. He describes the young man he first met, of ruddy complexion, tall, with the bearing of an intellectual, and who would quickly reveal himself to be “a real champion of the next generation.” After his glory days at the Cinema Palace, Yamano notes that Heigo, still known by his stage name Suda Teimei, would find himself at the embattled Taishokan in Asakusa and was chosen by his peers to be a leader of the benshi strike committee, fighting to keep their jobs and to keep the talkies out. According to Yamano, Suda had long exhibited self-destructive signs. Shortly after the strike ended, he succeeded in taking his life. But the mind of such a man, Yamano concludes, must remain an eternal mystery.

Yamano will add a few more character details about his long-lost protégé. Suda was a type who never showed weakness. He didn’t walk but swaggered down the street, like a ronin. Still, “whenever I ran into him, I found him to be warm and charming.” Around the time Suda Teimei moved from the Aoikan, where he served as an apprentice, to his role as a full-fledged benshi at the Ushigomekan (1925), Yamano recalls being invited to Suda’s apartment in Kagurazaka. On arrival a woman greeted him: “I was startled to realize that at some point, he had taken a wife.” This “wife” looked quite young, maybe just fifteen or sixteen at the time. But she was poised, with a coed’s bearing, and rather shy, not overly talkative. Contentedly, it seemed, she just listened in on the conversation as she prepared the meal in the kitchen area.

Yamano further casts Suda Teimei as a real “Don Juan,” a hedonistic, pleasure-seeking young man, if with a darker side. After the bitter “resolution” of the Taishokan strike, which signaled the end of the benshi as an institution, Yamano notes Suda’s failed suicide attempt, which left him hospitalized for about a month. No sooner was he released than he took a lover with him to a hot springs inn on Izu, and there committed a double suicide.

His female partner had been the “number one” at a certain Ginza café. Yamano recalls the night when Suda, plainly drunk, became furious when barmaid “number one” did not fawn over him and his entourage. In his brash, self-assured way, Suda demanded she redirect her attention immediately. Maybe it was his dashing looks, his fierceness, the samurai-like bearing that got her. She fell for him then and there.

Not long before all this, Yamano observes, Suda’s “wife” had borne him a child. Amid all the speculation, it is doubtful, then, that the double suicide was just a matter of the lost strike. He concludes this passage, noting it was just after the newborn’s death that Suda finally succumbed, following the child into the afterlife.
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These two contemporaneous newspaper articles, alongside Yamano’s reflections, offer details not found in Kurosawa’s own memoir. Jisatsu—a killing of oneself, alone—is the word Kurosawa uses to describe how his brother died. To the contrary, all of these witnesses use the word shinju, the word used to describe lovers who make a pact and commit a double suicide together. Such shinju were celebrated in the early eighteenth century puppet plays of Chikamatsu Monzaemon, Japan’s most famous playwright, and also in kabuki, with titles that mark the places where the lovers go to die (“Love Suicide at Sonezaki,” “. . . at Amijima,” etc.). These were not history plays about the famous, but sewa mono, or “domestic pieces,” based on real-life events and featuring ordinary workers, their wives, and their indentured courtesan/prostitute/lovers caught up in a melodrama driven by duty, desire, money, and the vice-like hopelessness of their social predicament.

These “witnesses” use words or give details about Heigo’s end that differ in important ways from Kurosawa’s. They all convey one thing that is not in doubt: namely, that there was someone with Heigo as he lay dying, and who herself would later die (just as in Rashomon, one thing is indisputable: a body lies dead in the forest). This woman, signed in as “Michiko,” will be further identified to have had an occupation (café waitress) and a workplace (the Café Bacchus in Ginza). One article gives us her “real name” and tells us that her domicile may have been with her brother in Fukagawa, in a “low city” (edokko) dwelling on the eastern side of the Sumida River. As for the deceased man, all confirm that he is Suda Teimei, the film narrator and a strike leader, recently in the news for that reason.

The discrepancies here are not just with Kurosawa’s description, however. They can be found between these witness accounts, too. Did the couple arrive on July 8 or 9? Was Suda a narrator at the Denkikan (he was not) or someone who represented their narrators in the strike (as he did)? One newspaper article writes that Heigo had “a wife and child,” based on one of the five suicide notes (no mention here or anywhere about the other four). Yamano goes further and says the newborn died, intimating that the death of the infant was the provocation—equal to or greater than the loss of his benshi employment—for Heigo to end his desperate life.

The child: did it ever live or die? The woman with Heigo at the end: did she die willingly, or because he wanted her life to end this way? These are persons never mentioned, questions never raised, in Kurosawa’s autobiography. And there is, too, that other woman who had been living with Heigo in Kagurazaka, possibly already his wife. Kurosawa describes her favorably, even tries to “marry” her to his brother. But he never tells us her name and says nothing about any child she may have had, much less why others wrote as if she were already Heigo’s wife. Nor does he think to ask what became of her after the suicide, or of the child, if indeed it lived.

No doubt all of this falls under the category “things he did not want to write about,” other pieces of this story Kurosawa did not want to tell. But they could hardly have been banished from his deeper understanding about what happened at his brother’s end or not have an impact on the way Kurosawa isolates a death scene in Rashomon, Ikiru, or Seven Samurai and makes us pause over it, as if it held a meaning beyond what we just saw.

And so we read these other witness accounts not for confirming facts, much less to catch Kurosawa out in some half-truth or lie. They may help us better grasp why there are such long silences inside a given film, like Rashomon, which is otherwise full of complex sound. Or they may further illuminate certain scenes, often shocking in their ferocity, when women, like the samurai’s wife or the shaman in Rashomon, do not go quietly, but lash out at the world around them.
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A Tale of the Brothers Kurosawa
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Dream scene from Drunken Angel

There is yet another, even more informed witness to the earthquake and the firebombings that destroyed Tokyo and to the impact of his brother’s loss on Kurosawa. That witness is Uekusa Keinosuke, whom we met earlier, in Kurosawa’s own Rashomon-like account of how they grew up together. On the face of it, Uekusa may be written off as an “unreliable witness,” because he advertised his own memoir to be a piece of autobiographical “fiction” in the first place. We can appeal to Rashomon, however, in his defense, so far as that film underscores our need for the unreliable, if we are serious in our pursuit of human complexity. As Kurosawa once said about how films get made: “You add lies to lies, to get at the truth.”

Here is how Uekusa, Kurosawa’s friend going back to their days at Kuroda Elementary and the co-scenarist of Drunken Angel, Kurosawa’s first postwar film about a charismatic villain, begins his own autobiographical story of growing up, titled It Was Dawn, But . . . The Kurosawa Akira of My Youth:

I awoke to the sound of sirens.

The wind was strong, and the rain shutters on my north-facing window rattled. Mixed with the sound of the wind, I started to hear the scattered voices of the volunteer fire brigade, shouting out the latest round of warnings.

It is March 1945. The “I” of this novel had moved to this cheap flat in Hongo four months before, around the time the B-29 bombing raids over Tokyo had just begun. He describes the nightly sirens, the screeched warnings from random “volunteers” on the street, followed by the aerial attacks, at the start just a plane or two, then a small squadron, always confronted, the narrator adds cheekily, by our stalwart, ever ready, and impregnable defense forces. But on this night—March 10—the raid was massive and prolonged. Like a somnambulist on cue, he rouses himself and stumbles out, reaching for a few things—a flashlight, rubber boots—along the way. His rickety second-floor room is totally exposed. He makes for the neighborhood bunker. There ensue hours of unremitting war sounds. Toward morning, sleepless, he wanders out to describe the scene before him:

Pitch darkness. But in the faint light of early dawn, I begin to make out deep depressions all around. On the street there was a gaggle from the local “neighborhood committee,” out there in their government issued work pants, staring fearfully up at the sky.

An eerie, pale red, swollen sky. Ill-omened, I knew, just from the color. At that moment I couldn’t place it. But I knew I’d seen such a sky before. . . .

From the hill at Yushima looking east, the air over the low city was a wash of orange and pink, and, at its distant edges, a curtain of red and white stripes. Then it struck me—this is that sky. Twenty years before, I’d seen the same pale red, swollen sky, stretching from Koishikawa to Shitaya, where we had moved and where, just before the earthquake, my mother had died. A clotted, darkened sky, palely reflecting the fires that burned across the earth-shaken city.

But the March bombing raids were not over. Soon the sirens and the warnings blared again, and this time he could see scores of B-29s form a metallic circle high up, until one by one they broke formation to dive low. What next fell from the sky turned to pillars of fire on the ground. Word spread that Tokyo was being obliterated. On the street, people asked: “Is this the end of the world?” The sea of fire only spread, from Asakusa to Nihonbashi. He wonders: would these flames leave behind the same blackness, the mass of charred and clustered dead, all along the riverbanks, as they had after the flames of September 1923?

So lost is he to the shock of what he is experiencing again—that swollen sky taking him back twenty years to the same sight and the same vanished city—that it took another explosion, like distant thunder, to bring him back to his senses. When he can hear again, he detects other sounds and latches on to a voice, “like a benshi who inserts himself into a silent film,” with life-saving instructions: “Don’t head that way . . . make your way over here.”

It was still unsafe to return to his rooming house, which may have been destroyed in any case. The air remained thick with smoke and the stench of gasoline. Another volley of sirens and shouts warned of the next raid to come. Where to look for shelter? Any neighborhoods he knew, like Fukagawa or Nihonbashi, where his parents were from, or Koishikawa, where he had been raised, were already razed or badly burning, his relatives surely scattered. So he made his way westward to Shinjuku on foot, thinking to board an Odakyu train bound for Seijo Gakuen and to the film production company where, over the last several years, he’d worked on film scripts. Maybe there he could crawl into a vacant corner and get some rest.

The Odakyu platform overflowed with the desperate, like himself, looking to distance themselves from the surrounding horror. The train was running late, maybe not running at all. Off in the distance, flames were still visible from the last bombing strike. Sleep-deprived, losing consciousness, he fell into a daydream about how the fire this time and the one back then were indistinguishable. And he traveled further back, to his schooldays in Koishikawa. Still wandering through this twilight state of mind, it came to him. By taking the train to Seijo and to the film studio there, he was making his way back to his old friend, the up-and-coming film director, the one he sometimes ran into at the company cafeteria. Who else, after all, could he turn to at this moment of his extremity?

Finally, the train rolls in, and he returns to consciousness. He boards, headed for Seijo and the Toho Studios, hoping to find Kurosawa. Trusting, as in the old days, that he might count on his friend and protector again.
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Already we note how Uekusa connects the ruins all around him in 1945 to Tokyo after its first vanishing in 1923, as if something he saw once before or something he heard would prove valuable in the postwar present, living again in the shadows of destruction and a swollen sky. Kurosawa will make these same connections in his own autobiography, written several years after this one, and especially in Rashomon, where he explores trauma and its repetition. Later, Uekusa will make further connections between the charged cultural atmosphere after the earthquake and the sheer scale of the dead zone after defeat in 1945. He will defend Kurosawa’s postwar attachment to silent films, specifically his friend’s enduring affection for D. W. Griffith. “Melodrama” may have been the American director’s specialty, Uegusa notes, but it also is “somehow the style best suited to dramatize the reality of postwar Japan.”

As the train pulls away from Shinjuku Station for Seijo Gakuen, the narrator flashes back to a more distant past, before the earthquake, to his childhood in Koishikawa and to his friend from those days. He sketches for us another portrait of Kurosawa at Kuroda Elementary. Always the tallest in their class. High achieving but not a grade-grubber. A winner of many red ribbons and prize medals, who doesn’t flaunt them. Active in sports but not a bully. A ready smile and a genial spirit. Mischievous, but with friends across the spectrum of schoolboy “types.”

He gives us yet other atmospheric scenes of what it was like to grow up in Tokyo as a “Taisho literary youth,” drawing inspiration from an array of translated books, the literature admixed with up-to-the-minute sightings of Renaissance or Impressionist art, also recordings of Western music, especially pieces attributable to certain late eighteenth and nineteenth century greats. He recalls visits with Kurosawa to the home of Tachikawa sensei, their revered teacher whom they both see as a Shirakaba-inspired proponent of artistic freedom, a “romantic” whose bookshelves were lined with Russian authors—Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Pushkin—along with an impressive array of art magazines and monographs (noting that Kurosawa gravitated toward Leonardo and Michelangelo, whereas he prefers anything with Venus on languorous display). Strolling home from such visits, the two would puff away on cigarettes they’d hidden in their pockets and, like drunks, talk wildly about their latest favorite genius. At the foot of Gongojizaka, they would cross the Edogawa into Kagurazaka, often making a stop at the Beniya, an old-school, “classical” café, where guests were encouraged to play the house piano. There they sipped their coffee, listening to random, if heartfelt, renditions of the Moonlight Sonata, Für Elise, or The Blue Danube.

In that neighborhood, too, they might run into Kurosawa’s older brother, both before and after the earthquake. The narrator depicts Heigo as an awe-inspiring phenom, a true bungaku seinen (literary youth), and a great fan of film. There was a theatre in the area, the Ushigomekan, where he would take the two younger boys to see the latest imports (it is where they first saw Abel Gance’s La Roue together).

Years pass, and by 1927, Kurosawa is about to graduate from Keika. Uekusa, meanwhile, had enrolled in the school’s “technical” program and was out by 1925. His interests in literature remained, however, taking a turn toward theatre, especially the brand of shingeki, or “new theatre,” that featured “problem” plays on explicitly social themes. Such performances were held in playhouses, large and small, but also at designated spots across the city, as part of a traveling “Trunk Theatre” (one of its principals at this time was Hisaeta Eijiro, who would achieve fame as a proletarian playwright by the 1930s and would write the screenplay for Kurosawa’s first postwar film, No Regrets for Our Youth).

One day in 1928, Uekusa found himself in an Aoyama kissaten, coming on to a pretty girl in the café who had caught his eye. She proved more deeply versed in Marx and in proletarian politics than he was himself at the time. Smitten, eager to impress her, he promptly signs up to join the literary wing of the All-Japan Federation of Proletarian Arts. He is put to work on the group’s house magazine, Proletarian Arts, forerunner to what would become one of the major Japanese proletarian literary magazines of the era, Senki (Battleflag). He starts out as an editorial assistant to the famous Marxist poet and critic Nakano Shigeharu and to other editors at Senki’s home office in Sendagaya before being assigned to the magazine’s branch in Yokohama.

Uekusa would frequently return to Tokyo, though, and once, as he was transferring trains at Yoyogi Station, he caught sight of a tall figure coming up the steps to the platform. It was none other than Kurosawa, whom he hadn’t seen in more than two years. He knew that his painter friend just had a “still life” accepted in the prestigious Nikkaten exhibition for 1928, an impressive feat for an eighteen-year-old. But a greater surprise comes when Uekusa announces he had joined the literary wing of the All-Japan Federation of Proletarian Arts. Kurosawa responds that he is a Nappu affiliate, too, having joined its visual arts division.

The narrator then asks after Kurosawa’s older brother, whom he hadn’t seen in years. He notices a pained look cross his friend’s face as Kurosawa starts to recount the escalating battle between his brother and their father, which ended with Heigo’s banishment. “By the way,” Kurosawa asks, knowing his friend was a film fan from way back, “did you ever hear of ‘Suda Teimei,’ the benshi at the Cinema Palace?” Uekusa says of course he has, as if anyone who frequented the Cinema Palace would know Suda—widely recognized to be a protégé of Tokugawa Musei and so a benshi earmarked for stardom among narrators of the next generation. Kurosawa replies, “Well, you may not have recognized him, but that Suda Teimei is my older brother, Heigo.” Our narrator is flabbergasted:

Unwittingly, I’d become Suda Teimei’s fan on my recent trips back to Tokyo, coupled to very regular stops at the “Cinema Palace.” Tokugawa Musei was of course well known for his rich delivery and his effortless wit. Suda Teimei was different, in that respect. He had a surface cool, but it harbored a deep passion. He had charisma, like an actor on the shingeki stage. His oral delivery was captivating, and possessed a rich, dramatic reverberation.

Uekusa would attend the fall 1929 exhibition of proletarian art in Ueno, hoping to run into Kurosawa there. He makes special mention of an oil, Farmers—A Study, and the massive watercolor, Meeting at the Construction Site. He distinguishes these two works immediately from most everything else on the walls—rather uniform arrangements of plaintive human figures, with a prevailing somberness of coloration and tone. Kurosawa’s paintings were on perfectly acceptable proletarian themes, like the others. But Uekusa found them infused with a distinctive, “phantasmic beauty.” Sadly, he never did run into his friend at the exhibit that day to tell him so.

Meanwhile, Uekusa’s work at the journal was increasingly interrupted by the censors. Battleflag was periodically banned from publishing at all. In his down time, he would participate in dockyard strikes in Yokohama, and was arrested once in a sweep by the police (an event quickly followed by the collapse of Uekusa’s father, who had a history of mental illness). Rather than risk another arrest and aggravating his father further, the narrator decides to quit the proletarian movement.

For a long stretch Uekusa has no contact with Kurosawa at all. Then his troubled father dies in 1935, and Kurosawa turns up to offer condolences. This gives Uekusa the chance to commiserate in turn, given he’d read in the paper, two years before, about the “Suda Teimei Shinju.” He knows this brother’s loss would have had a profound effect on his friend. Reunited, they find time to go to a nearby café, where, over cold tea, Kurosawa opens up:

There was Tachikawa sensei, of course. But from the beginning, my brother was a huge force in my life. Even after he was thrown out of our home, I’d go visit him on the sly in Kagurazaka. His woman was pretty, and sweet. They always seemed pleased to see me. They fussed whenever I was with them. We’d play cards. Sometimes we’d go out, to Tawara, and have some Western food. Other times she just cooked at home.

It wasn’t just the movies he taught me about. He’d get me tickets for all kinds of musical performances, for the opera, for serious theatre. He taught me too about the common pleasures to be found in Asakusa. And books. If I told him I wanted to read something, he’d have the book or journal lying open on the desk in his apartment the next time I showed up. He was a failed writer, I believe. . . .

There was anguish in Kurosawa’s voice as he said this. But he went on to talk about Heigo’s end, even if it remained for him something “beyond comprehension.” They had gone to see a German talkie, then had a meal. At Shin Okubo Station, they parted at the ticket gate. Heigo started up the stairs to the platform, but stopped: “Hey, Akira, hold on a minute.” He came back down, stared, said nothing. What was it in his eyes? “Okay, you can go home now.” With that, he turned and headed back up the stairs. Four days later, he was dead:

Heigo often repeated the same message to me: “A human being needs to build a foundation. If you want to be someone of consequence someday, you need to start young. Go deep inside yourself. Find something there you can be faithful to always . . . I strayed along the way. You see what happened. I’m no good. Things can be different for you, though.”

Now that Heigo is gone, his words keep going around in my head. I realize too it was about that time, I decided to give up painting.

Kurosawa has yet to join PCL and make his career-changing decision to enter the film business. But as they continue drinking their cold tea, Kurosawa turns to what he learned from Heigo about film and how it changed the way he looked at a blank canvas and made him crave a more dynamic visual art:

My brother, who loved movies so—it was his influence. I began to realize I couldn’t express all I needed to express, inside the frame of a single canvas. I needed something that would spill over, that would spread beyond the edges of the frame. I wanted something that would start to move. If it were a film, it couldn’t be one that just painted scenes. It would use language, too. And music, and action. All to depict what it is to live a human life. It would speak to people directly, not just as laborers or farmers, but to the populace at large gathered in Asakusa or in Shinjuku . . .

By the late 1930s, both friends would find themselves at Toho Studios as apprentices: Uekusa for script writing; Kurosawa to become a director. There are signs here of strain and struggle, exacerbated no doubt by the wartime pressures under which they both were laboring. At Toho, Kurosawa is advancing more rapidly and seems uneasy about his friend Uekusa just tagging along.

At the war’s end, Toho was not alone among the film studios in its disarray. Several of its principals were under investigation by the Occupation authorities for their wartime activities. A labor union had formed, with the early blessing of the Americans. Despite shortages of all kinds, including film stock, there were signs of life nevertheless. The union held rallies and organized strikes, at which the old Nappu songs were sung—a stirring reminder of the tumultuousness and the possibilities of the 1920s in Japan, before the curtain came down on any resistance to the government, the military, or the dominance of big business.

After the success of Kurosawa’s No Regrets for Our Youth (1946), Uekusa went to Kurosawa with an idea he had for “a love story in the ruins” (he admits it was based on a wartime crush). He and Kurosawa would collaborate on the screenplay for One Wonderful Sunday, although the film itself would expose more serious artistic and personal rifts between them. Uekusa wanted a dark film centered on the tribulations of the couple. Kurosawa resisted (“if you want a dark film, make more rain”) and pressed instead for a more upbeat ending.

Their work on Drunken Angel led to even greater mutual disappointment and recrimination. Uekusa wanted to take the story in the direction of a desperate romance between Matsunaga (played by Mifune) and the cabaret hostess, lovers trapped inside the “duties” of the yakuza world, their only escape being a lovers’ suicide—a shinju. Kurosawa flatly rejects the idea of a shinju, giving as his reason that it is too kabuki-esque. Of course Uekusa was in a better position than most to fathom why Kurosawa would have refused to film a love suicide, given what he knew in detail about how Heigo and his Café Bacchus lover had met their end.
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Uekusa Keinosuke

Toward the close of this “I-novel,” Uekusa concludes that he and Kurosawa, whatever their shared background—same school, same teachers, same environment—are two very different human beings. He adds that he had a premonition, while they were still shooting Drunken Angel, that they would never work together again. Amid the studio parties and ongoing celebrations after the film was released to critical and popular acclaim—real yakuza loved it!—the narrator remains sullen, wishing it had more of an “antiwar” statement to make. He at last announces what by now seems a foregone conclusion: “Our ‘youth’ was clearly at an end.”
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We might flash back, now, to the moment in his own memoir when Kurosawa said he couldn’t quite get himself and Uekusa in focus, then proceeds to tell stories that undercut or dismiss much of what Uekusa writes in his “I-novel” here. Kurosawa rebuts Uekusa when he claims they are just different characters, saying instead that they are both quite similar, being basically weak. It is just that they have different outward “masks” to face “the pain that life brings.” That remark is even-handed, even magnanimous, given other sniping or dismissive things he has to say about Uekusa’s “fictional” treatment of their past.

We can imagine a number of reasons why Kurosawa took issue with his friend, beginning with the title of his book, cashing in as it does on Kurosawa’s name and fame. Uekusa’s anecdotes about their working relationship, going back to apprenticeship days, also probably rankled. The insinuation that as Kurosawa rose up in the film world, he grew more distant or more peremptory in his demands of subordinates inserts a class antagonism to their relationship that no doubt struck Kurosawa as embarrassing and bizarre.

Then, too, there is the long section of this I-novel devoted to the brothers, to the foregrounding of Heigo as a singularly powerful force in Kurosawa’s life and explicit attention given to Heigo’s end, along with its lingering impact on his younger brother. Unlike the other “witnesses,” Uekusa doesn’t mention the drugs or the Ginza barmaid, or belabor other circumstances of what happened in that hot springs inn. But he does use the word that the others do—and that Kurosawa never does—to identify how and where Heigo took his life: shinju. Indeed, “love suicide at Yugashima.” No doubt the word shinju alone, when he read it, set Kurosawa off, causing him not just to distance himself further from a friend he had stopped working with but to embark on a chronicle of his own—a true confession—of what happened in their childhood past.

A film like Rashomon, of course, had already gone far toward looking straight into the light of self-blindness or to witness accounts that do not solve a mystery so much as raise more questions about it. Uekusa’s I-novel never quite moves, artistically, in the direction of such an intricate self-examination. Kurosawa knew other Japanese writers who had, however—including, preeminently, Akutagawa Ryunosuke.
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The Other Akutagawa
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It is surely no coincidence that Kurosawa turned to Akutagawa and not to his childhood friend when he set out to frame Rashomon. Still, the Akutagawa he sought out and needed may not have been the one who penned the two short stories on which the film is allegedly based. Rather, Kurosawa looked to another Akutagawa, who more closely resembled himself as an artist or resembled Heigo in other aspects of his life and self-inflicted death.

We recall that as Kurosawa’s Rashomon unfolds through the scripted witnesses in the courtyard, who tell us what they saw or what they did at the scene of the crime, we are led into a forest again and again. Each time, we discover something new, not as much about the “case”—clues to help us solve a “who-done-it”—as about ourselves. How many times can we be told what sounds like the same story before we choose which one to believe or tire of the clever game and, in effect, disbelieve them all? To be sure, much remains in doubt throughout Rashomon. The one thing never questioned is that a man lies dead in the forest. But like the woodcutter and the priest at the film’s beginning, we are separated from the action of the film. And that separation comes to feel like a horrifying gap between our words and images about the world and the world itself, as it was then, or now.

Of course the testimony given by every witness promises to close the gap, because each one takes us into the forest and tells us what “really” happened. And the temptation faced by us, as if it were a cynical trap set by Kurosawa, is also to close the gap, but by disqualifying all of the testimony. This would leave us a world endlessly the same—like the “superflat” world of our imaginary, global present—because nothing that is locally true or has a deeper meaning can be said or pictured about it.

The film histories tell us that Kurosawa built Rashomon from two short stories written in the first quarter of the twentieth century by Akutagawa Ryunosuke, a writer otherwise renowned for his short fiction and for the impact of his suicide in 1927, which seemed to signal the end of an era. Literary scholars attuned to Akutagawa’s stylistic achievements typically note the cool, fin de siècle tone of his best writing, which carried over into the conduct of his life. A seemingly detached aesthete to the end, Akutagawa left behind a suicide note to the effect that he left the world for no specific cause or grievance, just from a “vague anxiety.” It is a remark all but addressed to his faithful readers, as if they wouldn’t expect anything more or less of him than this tossed off piece of practiced irony before his final exit.

Kurosawa never penned a judgment about Akutagawa or one that connected the author’s work to the manner of his life and death. But his gravitation to Akutagawa’s fiction and his adaptation of it in the service of making his own Rashomon no doubt involved more than just his formal appreciation of these elegantly crafted short stories. Whether or not Kurosawa was impressed all along by Akutagawa’s literary achievements or by the acclaim he enjoyed while alive, he surely knew the circumstances of the famous author’s end. The brevity of Akutagawa’s career and his life, of course, closely parallels his brother’s own, down to the drug-induced suicide (Veronal, Akutagawa’s drug of choice, like the karumochin used by Heigo, are different drugs with similar sedation-induction effects). Kurosawa had ample reasons, then, beyond Akutagawa’s reputation as a stylish cynic, to choose him to help frame Rashomon, his own relentless, Bolero-driven interrogation into the heart of darkness.

Rashomon was no ironic exercise for Kurosawa, a film he made to satisfy his taste for a merely formal experiment, such as how to achieve maximum aesthetic effects from black and white. The dead zone that rings the gate; the invisible judge in the vacuous, whitewashed courtyard; the forest and its “clearing” as the incubus of crime: these are not random, merely stylized atmospheres. Far from being a monument to the inscrutability of the Orient or a campy costume vehicle parading samurai and geisha as exotic curiosities before a Western audience, Rashomon uses silent-film-style allegory to tell a story about art, life, and death in the modern world, as experienced by Kurosawa, in a half century marked by earthquake, fire, war, and the death of loved ones.

This is why Akutagawa’s work and his tragic end were of such value to Kurosawa. The ironic distancing and formal craftsmanship were no doubt useful, especially to position his film beyond the grip of anything maudlinly realistic or nostalgic. But it is for what this author revealed about the fault lines and fissures running through art and life in Japan in the first half of the twentieth century that Akutagawa became indispensable for him.

Of course if you read Akutagawa’s story about the gate, “Rashomon” (1915), followed by “Yabu no naka” (In a Grove, 1922), the one that tells the forest crime and courtyard trial story, then look at the film Rashomon, you could fairly conclude that Kurosawa didn’t read these stories deeply at all, just took their ancient, “period” settings, along with certain of their stock characters, then concocted his own updated version from splicing the two together. From the first, he leaves out the old crone picking through abandoned corpses in the rafters but adds the baby at the end, also the woodcutter and the priest; from the second, he cuts out the priest and the woman’s mother, reverses the order of the woodcutter’s and the dead man’s testimony, and embodies the medium, who in the story exists as just a voice.

But to focus too narrowly on these two stories and how Kurosawa and Hashimoto Shinobu worked to adapt them would leave Akutagawa himself behind. And quite apart from whatever intrinsic psychological and narrative virtues these two stories had for him, there was something, too, about Akutagawa’s life as a writer—the desperation that overtook him and his suicidal end—that doubtless drew Kurosawa toward him.

There is, too, another Akutagawa story, seldom mentioned in the voluminous scholarship that details the textual background of Kurosawa’s film. It is one of the longer fictions the author ever wrote, an overheated and unruly piece that seems to have gotten away from the young Akutagawa, who was an even more controlled stylist in his youth than he was as he grew older. It is the work, however, that Kurosawa claims earliest attracted him and made him want to make an Akutagawa-based film in the first place. Titled Chuto (The Thieves), it was written in 1917, two years after Rashomon and five years before “In a Grove.” It is a historical piece, set in Kyoto in the late twelfth century. Much of the action takes place in the vicinity of the “Southern Gate,” or Rashomon. But that is not all. Most basically, The Thieves is a tale of two brothers and a pack of stray dogs. Here, in summary, is that story.
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Noontime at a crossroads. Stifling midsummer heat in the wide ruined city. On the scorched road a dead snake, run over by an ox carriage. The putrid smell of its innards.

A one-eyed samurai greets an old woman. He is the older brother, Taro. The old woman’s daughter is his lover, Shakin, the leader of the pack of thieves he joined. The old woman tells Taro, your younger brother is part of the gang now. Maybe having a go with my daughter, too. She tells herself, people of old did criminal things, like people do today. The settings change. But people of all times do the same things, over and over again.

Down the road, the old woman runs into Jiro, the younger brother. They stare at a woman’s body, abandoned in a nearby hovel, a victim of the plague. Several stray dogs close in, gnawing at her limbs. Jiro moves to drive them away. He says, even if she’s dead we can’t leave her to the dogs. The old woman says, if she’s dead, why stop the dogs? Humans kill humans all the time. No one stops them . . .

Taro is at the river. He recalls fishing with his brother long ago. How different things were then. Jiro was a government official, accused of petty theft and thrown into jail. Taro was a constable. What was he to do? He couldn’t just leave his brother there. So he helped Jiro escape, killed a guard, turned criminal himself. Then he met Shakin, who seduced him, made him one of her pack. To himself, he thinks, I set fires, murdered, lost all inhibition. I began to think doing evil comes naturally to a man. Now Jiro, whom I’d risked my life for, is trying to steal my woman away.

Jiro, grown up, looks handsome. Disease cost Taro an eye. Inside, though, the brothers haven’t changed. Taro thinks, if I want to kill him, he must want to kill me. I’d lose something if I lost Shakin. But if I lose my brother, I’ll be lost completely. Maybe that day has come . . .

Shakin and Jiro meet. They conspire to murder Taro. Give him an order: attack from the rear, steal the prize horse kept in a stall there. But the samurai of the house will be let in on the plan. At the stall, lying in wait, they will cut Taro down.

The thieves gather at Rashomon, preparing for the raid. Taro can see his brother and Shakin in the distance. Conspiring. So it’s true, he thinks. Human beings really are just beasts.

The attack begins. A chaotic bloody battle at the rear. At the front of the mansion, too, bodies falling everywhere. The stray dogs appear, snapping and howling, starving for blood. In the killing frenzy, there is no telling robber from samurai. Jiro thinks, Shakin made me plot to kill my brother. Did she plot against me, too? I’ll be devoured by these dogs. Fair retribution for my treachery.

Jiro, slashed and weakened, is set upon by the dogs. He falls beneath them, feels sharp teeth bite into his thigh.

At that moment, out of the depths of the night, he hears a far-off sound. A horse’s beating, thundering hooves, more powerful than the barking of the strays. A sound like wind rising in the sky.

Astride the stolen horse, the rider keeps closing the distance. Suddenly, the brothers lock eyes. A voice inside Taro commands, ride on, let the dogs do to Jiro what he’d have them do to you. The horse hurtles past the killing scene, leaving in its wake a pillar of dust. Then other words well up within Taro: my younger brother. The one he could not forget. His own blood. With that, Taro no longer sees sky, moon, or road. Only night without limit. Hatred and love without end.

He pulls up on the reins, wheels the horse around, his one good eye shining like a light on his darkened face. He gallops back to rescue his younger brother.

Jiro, he cries. Now! Taro spurs the horse into the swarming pack, on his face a look Jiro had never seen before. A desperate, brotherly love. In that instant, Jiro flings his sword away, breaks free of the dogs, leaps for the horse’s back. Taro grabs at his brother’s collar and hauls him up. The horse, sweeping the moonlight with its mane, wheels again and bolts down the road. Jiro is astride now, his arms wrapped around Taro.

The howling dogs fall back into the distance. Jiro stares ahead in ecstasy, as if at an enchanting dream. He sees neither earth nor the heavens. Only the face of his older brother, bathed in moonlight. He feels a peace and a calm beyond measure. My older brother. Jiro lays his cheek on Taro’s dark blue hunting tunic, and weeps.

Over at the Rashomon, the long night has not yet given way to dawn. A servant girl is there, giving birth. She says, Jiro is the father.

Ten years have passed. That servant girl is now a nun. Taro and Jiro are off in another province, reputed to be serving the same master.
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This novella, here stripped to the narrative bone, will join Kurosawa’s “baseball screenplay” and his Tale of the Heike project as yet another story he thought to make into a film but never did. He once said it was because of the stray dogs—there are so many in The Thieves, and they are let loose so gruesomely, that he feared he’d lose control of them on a set that tried to replicate such animal violence. A logistical complication, then. (Behind the credits of Stray Dog, there is a single mutt, tongue out and breathing heavily because of pre-shooting exercises designed to make the animal look fierce. Actually, the dog seems to be smiling.) Meanwhile, Hashimoto Shinobu, one of Kurosawa’s steadiest and most talented writing partners, showed him a work-up of “In a Grove,” forest crime story. But it was not in itself long enough for a film. So he came back at Kurosawa’s suggestion with a treatment of Akutagawa’s earlier story, “Rashomon,” where the gate itself dominates the physical setting and isn’t just a backdrop, as it is in The Thieves.

Moreover, this long story about two brothers, both of whom will one day serve the same master—as Kurosawa and his brother would one day both serve film—whose feelings arc between murderous hate and redemptive love, may have cut too close. The Thieves no doubt uncomfortably captured certain ambivalent, unspoken feelings shared between the brothers Kurosawa. To approach this Akutagawa tale head-on would have exposed Kurosawa indeed to a force, like a pack of wild dogs, he might not have been able to control. He would face a similar head-on challenge at least once, when he tried to take on his revered Dostoevsky directly. It turned into his sprawling, unstoppable version of The Idiot. Alongside the often spectacular visuals in this film—the phantasmagoric bonfire at the ice festival—we encounter a piling snowdrift of fierce exclamations that even consummate actors, like Mori and Mifune, and the great Hara Setsuko, cannot fully plow through.

But as with baseball scenes he would insert here and there, Tale of the Heike motifs that run through his period films, and deeply Dostoevskyan characters and passages identifiable in most everything he made, elements of The Thieves would resurface throughout Kurosawa’s filmmaking career.

One way to see it is in the core bond or rivalry between two male characters that repeatedly anchors his human dramas: a judo master and his student, an older doctor and his gangster-patient, a seasoned detective and a rookie cop, a cop and a killer, a thief and a samurai, a man who climbed high and another who chose to live low, and so on. Another is in the sudden reversals—themselves Dostoevskyan—and the high-strung melodrama that courses through Kurosawa’s films but rarely surfaces in Akutagawa’s stories.

Yoshida Seiichi once observed that Chuto has an all but unique status in Akutagawa’s oeuvre, because of its melodrama. To frame his cycle of “historical tales,” Akutagawa often reached for folk legends gathered in the medieval miscellany Konjaku Monogatari (Tales of Times Now Past). He did so, confident that he could twist their characters and their moral thrust—many read as Buddhist cautionary tales—to fit the cross-cultural tumult and uncertainties of his own time. The Thieves, too, uses the medieval tale format for atmospheric scaffolding but passes the characters and their destined encounters through Prosper Mérimée’s melodrama-dripping Carmen. From this angle, Shakin stands in for the gypsy seductress and leader of the pack of thieves, Taro for Don José, and Jiro for Carmen’s young toreador-lover.

As for the servant girl, giving birth at the Rashomon in The Thieves: perhaps she also gave birth to the baby suddenly “found” at the end of Kurosawa’s film. Indeed, for many viewers over the years, no scene in Rashomon has caused as much consternation and controversy as this one. The literal-minded charge, rightly, that there is no baby in the other two Akutagawa stories. But besides citing The Thieves as a literary antecedent for the sudden appearance of a baby at the end of Rashomon, we might also credit one or another of the silent films that Kurosawa saw and doubtless remembered. The unapologetic melodrama that overtakes Rashomon in its closing shots—the rescue of this abandoned baby—is something Kurosawa had experienced in a similarly melodramatic setup in Chaplin’s The Kid or especially in Griffith’s Orphans of the Storm, when an abandoned baby is “suddenly” discovered on the steps of Notre Dame Cathedral in another capital city and taken in.

True, Akutagawa looked back with regret at his one-off monstrosity. He was a painstaking stylist with an overall ironic, detached tone, especially evident in the early stories. Akutagawa all but disowned The Thieves later, saying its structure was “shapeless,” its episodes full of “cretinous improbabilities” and “cheap theatrical backdrops.”

But to Kurosawa, the sentimentalist, The Thieves perhaps confirmed his suspicion that beneath a surface veneer of artistry, Akutagawa kept hidden a darker secret about himself or about the madness that ran in his family. Even the author’s more crafted stories, like “Rashomon” or “In a Grove,” could be read as harboring a latent melodrama and were not just intricate intellectual puzzles or aesthetic conceits for readers to be amused by and not to be deeply felt.

Akutagawa’s own dismissal of The Thieves came long before he wrote his very last works, weeks before he faced his end. Spinning Gears and The Life of a Stupid Man, both composed in 1927, are fiercely written confessional fictions that capture the drama of life in its last extremity, a condition Kurosawa himself would engage so awe-inspiringly in Ikiru. But whatever attention he paid to Akutagawa’s stories, Kurosawa found in this writer’s life an intensity and a spiritual nerve that would prove to be sufficient and necessary to frame one of his own most central works of art. Kurosawa may also have recognized, most vividly in The Thieves, as well as in Akutagawa’s late writings and his end, melodramatic characteristics shared with his brother, the daring if “negative” and self-destructive benshi.

Kurosawa would have also drawn a connection between Akutagawa as a type of suffering artist and van Gogh’s mental deterioration leading up to the final gunshot. In a sense, as an artist-performer straining against the expectations of his family, Heigo, too, would live his life, devoted as it was to cinematic art, as a species of “romantic agony.” Such Western literary and artistic archetypes—the expected “sorrows” of a person of sensibility living amid the crassness of European bourgeois society—were broadly translated and infused into modern Japanese cultural life. They include Artsybashev’s heroes and their glorification of self-inflicted death, which so inspired Heigo and drove him to his suicidal end as surely as did the onslaught of the talkies.

Perhaps for this reason, throughout his career, Kurosawa remained wary of the label “artist,” as if to accept it would have put a fatalistic bull’s-eye on himself. Instead, he claimed that making a film more closely resembled manual labor (although the material you work on comes from memory—his other, insistent claim).

Indeed, we might recall how often Kurosawa’s film stories feature some form of physical work or scenes devoted to elaborate construction plans and projects. After the talent search in town for samurai willing to join forces with the farmers, the first two thirds of Seven Samurai are taken up with ditch digging, woodcutting, and canal building, all in the village’s defense. Ikiru showcases redemptive labor, its final third devoted to the old man’s joining the neighborhood women, in defiance of city hall, and building a playground where there had once been a cesspool. The main storyteller in Rashomon is a woodcutter who has a day job that grounds him in manual labor (we recall Kurosawa’s late 1920s “labor paintings” as well as his abandonment of art and search for some deeper “groundedness” in the life of that time).

Others of Kurosawa’s films further undercut the myth of the artist by their self-conscious attention to the messy business of making movies: telltale signs of the haggling, the sniping, the currying for favor that goes on with the unseen “magistrates” of the studio system (Rashomon), or the pitting of one set of industry cretins against another by portraying a wandering ronin as if he were a movie director, warily adrift between scheming production companies, vying for his services (Yojimbo).

But Kurosawa at his greatest maneuvers beyond the reach of moviemaking economics or myths of the auteur-artiste or just self-consciousness. He “falls,” down into the dead zone of the world as such: a shattered, absurd, dispirited place, in need of redemptive, hope-filled stories. Using black, white, and shadow, he would build unforgettable structures through feats of passionate imagination. He labored, with heroic perseverance, to move beyond the encompassing darkness of the postwar era, toward a desperately desired new beginning. Stubbornly, he moved ahead, by turning back.
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The writer who best bridges the literary culture of the Meiji (1868–1912) and the Taisho (1912–1926) periods, whose writing moreover reflects the changes that came over fiction during this time because of the emergence and widespread impact of cinema, is Akutagawa Ryunosuke. His life was short—he died in 1927 at the age of thirty-five. For modern Japanese literature, Akutagawa is a gate through which anyone really interested in the subject must pass. Even a global phenomenon like Murakami Haruki, who allegedly slipped the bonds tying him to a merely local Japanese literature, has fully acknowledged his debt to Akutagawa.

We assume, plausibly, that the rise of cinema in Japan came to rival and in time reshape the forms and structures of Japanese storytelling from the 1920s well into our own day. Still, until the earthquake, no one directing a Japanese film had anything like the stature of the great Meiji or early Taisho period novelists—Soseki or Akutagawa, for example—each of whom had devoted followings of literary youth, including the young Kurosawa.

Natsume Soseki was already dead by the time film became a dominant mode of modern Japanese narratives. But Akutagawa was conspicuous among the “first film generation” of Japanese novelists and would consciously mine cinema for effects he could build into his stories. He had a quickened feel for how storylines or just sentence lines could fracture or break and read more like a film scenario or a benshi’s working script. He could thereby write fiction—even stories set way back in historical time—that seem as shocking as anything the new medium could represent, replete with “heroes,” or just narrators, who appear increasingly troubled by fragments of visions they are unable to control. Such a narrator, even in pre-earthquake Akutagawa stories like “Rashomon” or “In a Grove,” much less in The Thieves, is already a conspicuous presence.

And so Kurosawa’s choice of Akutagawa to set the frame for one of his most resonant films has significance beyond the title shared by both the short story, published in 1915, and the 1950 postwar film. It is Akutagawa who was Soseki’s disciple and only credible heir, whose interrogations into the troubled modern self cut deeply enough to reveal fractures in Japanese culture at large. Akutagawa, too, was the one who most tellingly registered the effects of the earthquake on Japanese writing. He wrote as if the fissures tearing through the ground of his city could tear perception and prose, too, breaking it into smaller and smaller bits. His stories undermine stability of every kind, including that of a reliable author capable of telling the truth.

Thus Akutagawa in his stories and again Kurosawa in this film Rashomon take on the issue of the self, the very “self” that Kurosawa would later claim had been at the center of the Meiji “restoration” project he quite consciously inherited (recall: “All of my films circle around the problem of the self, a project launched in Meiji but strangled by the same feudal remnants that led us into war and that even now still remain”). Kurosawa would even say of Seven Samurai that it is a Dostoevskyan investigation into character, not a genre “action” film at all, as if that epic’s ultimate battles were always being fought within.

Gripped by a family history of madness and by a conception of the artist as someone walled off from merely ordinary worldly pleasures and pains, Akutagawa came to fear that his writing had become “all too literary,” detached from lived experience. In his last works in particular, he tried strenuously to convey something that was true about his life—something he admitted had eluded his writing all along.

Akutagawa, as noted, was possessed by van Gogh, who had become famous in Japan for his self-portraits and landscapes that seemed the product of his self-sacrificial madness. In his late autobiographical The Life of a Stupid Man (1927), Akutagawa describes standing outside a bookstore, staring at art reproductions. Then he seems to hallucinate, and to encounter a “double” walking toward him:

One rainy autumn evening he was walking beneath an iron railroad bridge in the suburbs. Below the bank on the far side stood a horse cart. As he passed it, he sensed that someone had passed this way before. Someone? There was no need for him to wonder who that “someone” might have been. In his twenty-three-year-old heart, a Dutchman with a cut ear and long pipe in his mouth was fixing his gaze on this dreary landscape.

Elsewhere in his late confessional writings, Akutagawa identifies still another figure whom he had come to revere, almost to counterbalance the fin de siècle image of the suffering Dutch artist. He would expresses an unaffected regard for the life and works of Shiga Naoya (1883–1971), a Shirakaba school writer known for the artless simplicity—the colorlessness—of his prose. In Shiga, Akutagawa encountered a remarkable tonal balance and consistency, apparent in the earliest work and that continued as Shiga grew older, even though that author’s own prevailing themes were of generational conflict or mistrust inside a family.

The title of Shiga’s most famous fiction, An’ya Koro (A Dark Night’s Passing, 1921–1937), which took him over fifteen years to write, captures the characteristic stoic “Shiga-hero’s” face-off with psychological and emotional shadows. But finally the shadows, almost by an act of the author’s will, disperse, allowing this most familiar of narrators to make his way toward some zone of stability and comforting affection. The narrator, in that sense, simply follows the title of his novel. He passes through the dark night and is rewarded with the light of dawn.

This passage—from darkness into light—marks the overall passage of Kurosawa’s Rashomon, which after the long rains of the opening shots will give way, however suddenly or unexpectedly, to sunlight at the close. For Akutagawa, though, who more closely resembles not Kurosawa but Heigo in this and other ways, there would be no passing of the dark night.

What does emerge in Akutagawa’s late writings, such as Spinning Gears or The Life of a Stupid Man, both written and published posthumously in 1927, is a palpable yearning to make a real connection between life and art. For Akutagawa, this meant transcribing the downward spiral of his mind as if it were a flying machine, or the looping, spinning montage of an avant-garde film. But he does so with such harrowing authenticity that our final impression is not of the workings of a machine or of art, but of a human life—Akutagawa’s own—as it was falling for the last time.

As we know, Kurosawa chose earlier, more determinedly controlled and highly “literary” Akutagawa pieces to frame Rashomon. But he did so for reasons that surely exceeded merely literary, artistic boundaries. We know too, from the multiple perspectives and the serial, contradictory witnesses that his Rashomon gives us reason to doubt the first and every subsequent account of “what happened.” But the accumulating force of these accounts leaves us in no doubt that something happened, perhaps at a level that not mere artfulness but only the experience of life or of loss can finally penetrate.

What seems clear is that Kurosawa approached Akutagawa from several angles. First, he knew him to be the famous author of “Rashomon,” a gothic, Poe-like tale of an old ruin and its macabre effects on a troubled mind. Then there is the Akutagawa of “In a Grove,” who had written something closer to a detective story, featuring sex, violence, and serial deception. Kurosawa also would have known how Akutagawa’s suicide in 1927 led critics and the public then to see in his life and death signs that an era was coming to an end. That ending came just as Kurosawa was joining the proletarian arts movement and his brother was performing at the height of his popularity as a benshi at one of the most famous movie theatres in town. And of course he knew Akutagawa as the author of a melodrama, The Thieves, about two brothers riding the same horse at the end, bound to each other despite a fraught past between them.

But within six years, Kurosawa was no longer advancing the proletarian in his art, and Heigo, lost to the world like Akutagawa, would signal the end of another era—that of silent film. The year of Heigo’s passing, 1933, also marked the final round-up of the subversives in Japan and the silencing of any organized opposition to the militarist, empire-building state.

This may further help us gauge the overloaded, charged quality of Kurosawa’s moving images, whereby we seem to be in two places at once or following one story line only to be overtaken by another. Many of Kurosawa’s characters, and all of his heroes, exist at the intersection of worlds. Often we encounter them investigating one crime, until they stumble over rubble or underbrush and find themselves uncovering another. Or else they meander or impulsively charge through an unrevealing, shadowy gray space. But at some point, they come upon a clearing or a boundary line where the light and the darkness are distinguishable. And in that suddenly black-and-white, Manichaean world, they have a chance to choose a side. Just so will the woodcutter, at the very end of Rashomon, arrive at this very point and make a dramatic decision.

By way of contrast, think of Ozu’s characters, how they inhabit and conform to whatever space the director creates for them. Contrary to the false impression that not much happens in an Ozu film, we don’t just sit low to the ground in one place, but follow his characters in their own movements and actions, leaving one scene or one task for another. But as we move, finding ourselves not upstairs, say, but now in the sitting room downstairs (though with no transition to actually show anyone walking up or down a ladder or a staircase), we do so with ease and emotional assurance. Ozu arranges things so that every room we enter with his characters will have dimensions and a tonal atmosphere much like the one left behind.
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Black market scenes, Stray Dog

In a Kurosawa film, however, we cannot trust the screen world to provide any such unity or emotional comfort. Think of that scene in Stray Dog when the young detective, dressed in his army fatigues and roaming the black market for eleven wordless minutes, on the hunt for his stolen gun, moves through documentary-like scenes of postwar life in the black markets of Tokyo. He will eventually tire and fall asleep, only to awaken to something that looks as if it had been flown in by helicopter and dropped by Fellini—a reflecting pool and a decorative fountain adorned with plaster of Paris nymphs (similar ornaments can be found on the facades of foreign film theatres in Tokyo of the silent era). The detective will pick up a clue here so that he can continue his search for his lost gun. But as viewers we can’t quite get our bearings or fathom how a naturalistic, documentary-like sequence or a hard-boiled police drama can be linked to one that so plainly serves a more allegorical purpose. Such disorientation, characteristic of this and most Kurosawa films, seems a necessary precondition for the deeper drama here.

Put another way, there is a struggle, even a war, going on in Kurosawa’s films between cinematic realism and the human reality that lies beyond its grasp. The battles in Kurosawa are nearly constant, but they go beyond the skirmishes that pit one office of the bureaucracy against another in Ikiru, that pour down from the horizon line in Seven Samurai, or that propel the warlord in Throne of Blood to confront not just flesh-and-blood enemies but also their ghosts, even nature—the birds who invade his inner sanctum, the trees marching through the fog against his castle. There is an even more closely fought, interior battle going on here, between Kurosawa and the chosen medium of his expression.

It is akin to the battle Akutagawa waged and lost when he sought to step outside the merely literary, because the deeper struggle in a Kurosawa film is to tell a story that is true to life and doesn’t just appear to be realistic thanks to static forms or cinematic conventions. More telling than the expansiveness of his open plains or open cityscapes are Kurosawa’s enclosures: the walls, the crowds, the pens or thickets that compress the atmosphere, forcing the characters caught within toward collision and conflict, until something or someone breaks out.

Kurosawa did not follow a straight path, surely not one that his producers or many of his critics, on either the political right or left, wanted him to follow. He turned, instead, and faced a past gashed by ruins and loss. But unlike others consumed by the “loss” of the old Japan and its traditions, he went back to retrieve a modern medium—moving pictures—if also for conditions of cultural life in the 1920s, rich as it was with examples of challenging, engaged, experimental practices.

Silent film, then, was not just a historical footnote for Kurosawa, a set of quaint forms or a historical style to be analyzed dispassionately from the bits of anything that remained in the visual or aural archive. Instead, it was for him a touchstone—perhaps better, a guiding ghostly hand leading him down through the strata of his twice-vanished city, toward home.

In this way, Kurosawa found his way back to Akutagawa, who had lost his life in his own creative and personal struggles but would give Kurosawa the structural forms and an inspiration to make Rashomon. He went back for the lost benshi, too, for the voice that once brought life to the screen. Mired in the dead zone of postwar Japan, Kurosawa went out to explore the ruins, as if it were his second “expedition to conquer fear.” But he would do so with Akutagawa and with his brother—the lost whom he recruited—to help him face the fear and the challenges of his time.
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The villain Higaki enters, Sanshiro Sugata

What if?” This is how Kurosawa starts his set of recollections about getting on with his life and, in 1936, embarking “by chance” on a career in film. He thinks of his dead brother. What might Heigo have gone on to do in the movie world? He was still young, a fast study with a vast knowledge of the movies, “so I’m sure he would have made a name for himself if he had wanted to.” Kurosawa knew better, of course. The highly collaborative art of filmmaking is something his stray dog, lone wolf brother was not likely to abide.

Kurosawa next draws a brutally straight, causal line between Heigo’s failure in the entrance examination to an elite middle school and his desperate end. This first “defeat” he sees as triggering a succession of disasters leading, with karmic finality, to that dark room in Izu (though earlier Kurosawa had suggested that Heigo consciously sabotaged his destiny; his cocky demeanor, both before and after the exam, showing little sign of “defeat”). It is here that Kurosawa tells us of his exchange with the legendary benshi Tokugawa Musei, as if to establish a doppelganger-like tie between the siblings:

In later years when I was chief assistant director on Yamamoto Kajiro’s film Composition Class (1938), the lead was being played by Tokugawa Musei, the famous silent-film narrator. One day he looked at me with a long, curious stare and said, “You’re just like your brother. But he was negative and you’re positive.” I thought it was a matter of my brother having preceded me in life, and that is how I understood Musei’s comment. But he went on to say that our appearance was exactly the same, but that my brother had had a kind of dark shadow in his facial expression and that his personality, too, seemed clouded. Musei felt that my personality and face were, by contrast, sunny and cheerful.

Uekusa Keinosuke has also said my personality is like that of a sunflower, so there must be some truth to the allegation that I am more sanguine than my brother was. But I prefer to think of my brother as a negative strip of film that led to my own development as a positive image.

In such literary ways do Kurosawa’s recollections make this slow turn toward adulthood. He marks time: “I was twenty-three years old when my brother died. I was twenty-six when I entered the film world. During the three-year interval nothing noteworthy occurred in my life.” Another older brother, who has been nowhere in sight from the memoir’s start, died the year before Heigo’s passing. That leaves Akira the only surviving son, causing him to feel “impatient with my own aimlessness.” To persist as a painter is no option, because he has no distinctive style, just knock-off attempts to be “like” van Gogh, Cézanne, or Utrillo, each of whose work, when he saw it, would “change the way the real world looked to me.” For spending money, he turns to commercial projects: churning out manga for baseball magazines or visual teaching aids for cooking manuals illustrating the correct way to cut giant radishes.

Kurosawa registers another bout of Confucian shame over his still itinerant, purposeless state: “All I was concerned about was putting my mother’s and father’s minds at ease.” He was the more unhinged because of Heigo’s sudden death: “His suicide left me spinning like a top.” At this “dangerous turning point,” he brings his father in for a close-up, as we see the old man touchingly advise his son to be patient, not to panic, just calmly wait for a road to open.

Then, one day in 1935, a classified ad caught his eye. PCL was hiring assistant directors. Applications were to include an essay response to a test question: “What are the fundamental deficiencies of Japanese films?” Kurosawa records his bemusement and claims his answer began by observing that if the deficiencies of Japanese films were indeed “fundamental,” there would be no way to correct them. But he persisted, confident he would somehow reveal his intimate knowledge of cinema, acquired because “I had thoroughly savored and consumed foreign films under my brother’s tutelage.”

Yet nowhere does Kurosawa say whether he mentioned his brother by name as he composed his written answers or if in follow-up oral interviews, which often treated family issues and felt to him like an “interrogation,” his brother’s name ever came up (as it surely must have, given Heigo’s prominence as a benshi and his leading role in the benshi strike against the studios, as they were moving toward talkie films). Perhaps this is why Kurosawa seems all but mystified, if relieved, when after several interview rounds he received a congratulatory message and was invited to join PCL: “I was standing at the mountain pass, and the view that opened up before me on the other side revealed a single straight road.”

Is this our signal that Kurosawa has finally found his calling? Or does it instead put us in mind of the two detectives standing at the front of the train, closing in on the criminal in Stray Dog? We note the older detective’s admonition to his manic colleague: “It is only a ‘mad dog’ who runs in a straight path.”

In a curious way, Kurosawa paints the start of his film career as if he were returning to his “still life,” adolescent greenhouse. This time, he will be sequestered from “the wind and rain” that would engulf the mid-1930s and wartime Japan. He gushes about how energy abounds at this new, progressive studio—no “flicker hacks” here—pointing to films like Naruse’s Wife! Be like a Rose! or Yamamoto’s I Am a Cat, which remind him of “springtime haiku, listed under headings like ‘young leaves.’” He is aware, of course, that while “we were making movies as carefree as a song about strolling through the fragrant blossoms of Hibiya Park,” Japan is rushing headlong into darkness, withdrawing from the League of Nations, establishing the Germany-Japan Anti-Comintern Pact, and seeding adventurism on the continent. He observes that it was just after the February 26, 1936, assassination spree carried out by young, war-eager army officers against more moderate military leaders and cabinet ministers that he formally joined and started working on the palm-tree lined “campus” of the PCL studios. He further likens himself to a “junior cadet” assigned to a “commanding officer,” who in his case turned out to be the director Yamamoto Kajiro—the last person Kurosawa would look to and cast as a “teacher” in his life.

In this phase of the memoir, through to the end, Kurosawa turns much more flatly descriptive as he chronicles the steps of his apprenticeship and the co-workers in the industry who thwarted or guided him along the way. He is unfailingly respectful toward Yamamoto, who evidently recognized Kurosawa’s writing talent and proved a patient, even-tempered mentor. Later, in 1974, he will touchingly mourn Yamamoto’s passing, who otherwise seems a recessive figure, like a parent occupying middle distance. Yamamoto appears preternaturally adept at containing his emotions and keeping drama on or around the set at a minimum. A star shows up late, and Yamamoto does not lose his temper. His second unit has a poor shoot, but the director makes its footage part of the final cut, as a “learning experience.” Additionally, Yamamoto was a good talker, a gourmet, and someone who “taught me a lot about alcohol.”

“If you want to become a film director, first write scripts” seems to have been his mentor’s first and most important lesson. To write better, Yamamoto also stressed the value of reading better, focusing more attentively on “what the author was trying to say, and how he was trying to express it.” He also taught Kurosawa the ropes of editing, the process that “breathes life into a work.” His rule was basic: learn to cut what doesn’t work.

Lastly, and the thing that draws a particular thankfulness from Kurosawa, Yamamoto taught him how to dub sound onto an edited film. Not many directors were yet thinking about what Kurosawa calls the “multiplier effects” of images coupled to intriguing sounds. But voices and sounds were to consume Kurosawa, for more than just technical reasons.

Otherwise, the overall tedium of his apprenticeship, perhaps knowing that its chronology overlaps precisely with the heightened drama of the total war, seeps into the memoir. In the Yamamoto group, “every day was filled with excitement,” yet there is also “strenuousness” and “sleeplessness.” Assisting Yamamoto on his mentor’s version of Chushingura (Forty-seven Ronin, 1939), Kurosawa scrambles around to find enough salt to credibly help visualize the “snow” called for in a crucial scene. About the story itself, featuring loyal ronin who sacrifice themselves in fealty to their dead lord, and how it might resonate especially during wartime, Kurosawa has nothing to say.

PCL would morph into Toho, one of the most illustrious of the Japanese studios over time, and the one with which Kurosawa is most commonly identified. Come the late 1930s, he thus had a stylish job but one that barely paid subsistence wages. Kurosawa never went to college and so had far less formal education than his fellow assistant directors at Toho, most of whom were graduates of elite universities. He was more desperate, because he had so much less to fall back on should the movies not work out. Co-workers report Kurosawa wearing the same clothes day after day at the studio set or on location. When he had a moment or felt the need, he would travel across town to the cheaper brothels in Tamanoi, instead of those in Shinjuku, closer but more costly. At the end of twenty-hour work days, in Tokyo or on the road, Kurosawa followed a strict regimen, staying awake to write at least one page of whatever scenario he was working on. This discipline, he claimed, would yield enough of a script for a feature-length film every 365 days.
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Throughout his apprenticeship, Kurosawa was subject to the rules of the game being played off-screen, which in wartime enforced a rigid censorship on the films any studio was turning out. By the early 1940s, when he began to think about and proceeded to make his first films, Kurosawa was more restrained than many others, including his mentor Yamamoto, in producing full-throated propaganda. But he published opinions then that were in patent conformity with the euphemistic, jingoistic rhetoric of the times. He heralds the clarity and spurt of energy that follows upon the China Incident of 1937: “It is as if the Japanese had been born again.” He adds his voice to the chorus calling for the creation of a real kokumin eiga, a “Japanese people’s film,” which will reveal the inherent “beauty” in the self-sacrificing national spirit. How to find it? By discovering the “Japanese heart” deep inside oneself. Kurosawa’s goal here is twofold: “to capture the interest of the nation’s masses” and to defeat American films because “this is our battlefront.” He offers encouragement: “American films begin and end with mere technique, whereas we use technique to achieve the Way.” He cautions against being discouraged by the constant optimism of American films, saying they “just favor the upbeat and the clever,” whereas Japanese films incline toward “the melancholy and the tragic, along with the beautiful.” At one point, Kurosawa seems to recognize that language like this, much less the propaganda films made according to its formula, had left reality far behind to embrace instead a more nebulous “child-like search for ideals.”

Such language may surprise us, knowing Kurosawa was once a proletarian artist and that he embraced Americans like D. W. Griffith and John Ford as two of his guiding lights. But we should not overlook his being an apprentice and a young director in a nation at war, struggling abroad but also with its citizens at home, against subversions of its imperial mission. Under wartime auspices, full of state-sponsored coercion and exaggerated claims about Japan’s unique prowess, there was a callow repetition of such claims by many in the culture industry, Kurosawa included. Still, he could acknowledge that “Capra is better than me” or that, comparing film industries, “we are overmatched.”

No less than any other aspiring or established film director, Kurosawa had very few moves to make at that time, given conditions of rabid censorship. The characters and storylines in his wartime films are predictably reminiscent of the wholesome, “spiritist” films that Peter High has documented to be one of the main attractions on the imperial screen.

Yet even then Kurosawa began to devise ways to exercise his conscience and test the limits, if not the full power, of his moral and artistic convictions. He subjected his own films to interrogation and thereby exposed or diluted their “approved” message or their hero’s presumptive “purity.” In other words, he found a way to dub a voice—darkly malevolent or enraged—between the scripted pieces of propaganda. From the start of his career, Kurosawa hereby showed a disposition to abandon any straight line and to sharply move his camera, or tilt his stories, using sound and silence as a “multiplier effect,” forcing us to question what we think we have seen and wonder what his next move might be.

By 1942, still at the “base” of his career mountain, Kurosawa was restless and ready to charge up. He would take with him a maxim of sorts that he had cobbled together from his experience of life and of art: “For as many straightforward and flexible people as there are who do not let their environment and position get the better of them, there are just as many proud and uncompromising people who end up being destroyed by their surroundings and status.” He will identify his brother Heigo as belonging to the latter. Because of his own evident survival instincts, which kept him alive until his natural death at the age of eighty-eight, Kurosawa seems to have been just flexible enough to remain unbroken by the hand of circumstance or fate.

When notices started to appear that the popular novelist Tomita Tsuneo was soon to publish his highly anticipated martial arts novel, Kurosawa implored Toho to purchase the film rights. Set in the Meiji period and called Sanshiro Sugata, the book’s main character is loosely based on Miyamoto Musashi, the legendary righteous swordsman made famous all over again by Yoshikawa Eiji’s 1931 retelling—a best seller throughout the war years.

Thanks to his assured performance on the set of Uma (The Horse, 1940), where he worked as Yamamoto’s first assistant and directed most of the scenes set in Tohoku—breathtaking beyond anything his mentor had ever shot—Kurosawa was given license to adapt Tomita’s book. He was already widely known in the industry for the speed and quality of his scriptwriting. In the summer of 1942, as Doolittle’s raids on Tokyo shattered public confidence in Japan’s air defense and the Japanese Navy suffered crippling losses at the Battle of Midway, Kurosawa started shooting his first film.

Sanshiro Sugata is a period piece, like Rashomon. It initially ran afoul of the prudish censors for its alleged “British/American” romantic gesturings. However, Ozu was on the censorship review panel and, recognizing Kurosawa’s raw talent, made sure the film got a pass. Sanshiro Sugata comes not from a seemingly “distant” past, like Rashomon, but it is a jidai geki (period film) nevertheless. The setting is Meiji Japan (1868–1912), the era that began with the forced opening of the country by expansionary Western powers and would end only after the “restoration” had catapulted Japan into the world of nations it once feared but now sought to emulate, even to rival and rule.

Meiji is indeed marked by the country’s rapid makeover of its institutions and technologies, adapting knowledge or techniques learned or “translated” from Europe, Russia, and America. There was a massive demographic shift of the population, from the countryside into cities like Tokyo and Yokohama—the latter is the site of Sanshiro Sugata—whose ports, waterways, and newfound industries would propel Japan’s rise as a force to be reckoned with. Japan’s own expansionary ambitions become evident by the 1880s, the precise time frame of Sanshiro Sugata, first in the economic “development” of the sparsely populated island of Hokkaido, followed from the 1890s by a series of extraterritorial acquisitions made possible by Japan’s victories in two foreign wars.

The country had come a long way from the fear that once gripped this largely isolated, feudal domain when Commodore Perry’s Black Ships arrived in 1853. Within a generation Japan had become a strikingly modern nation-state along the Western model, its rapid growth and diplomatic power predicated on a willingness to find new markets, even to colonize them, as the Westerners had. The steep arc of the era’s “sudden rise,” as John Dower traces it, covers the first part of an epic spanning one hundred years. It is an arc we can look back on now and perhaps call: the rise and fall of modern Japan (allowing that after the war, Japan would steeply rise, if also “fall” again in the 1990s, into a period of long recession). Kurosawa’s postwar black-and-white films would trace and dramatize this arc, from several haunting angles.

Yet Meiji culture presents a different picture. The storytelling of that period often reveals instead a strangely frozen moment of long transition, Japan moving ambivalently, hesitantly, from an Asia-centric to a Euro-centric sense of itself within the new global order.

Novelists of that time, especially Natsume Soseki, routinely abandon the topsy-turvy of a striving social world. Kurosawa had read Soseki carefully, and considered making a film of Soseki’s novel Sanshiro, not a judo practitioner but rather a bookish student up from the country, dazed by the big city. Instead of a public arena in turmoil, Soseki and other Meiji-born writers began tracking instead the twists and turns of solitary consciousness, through main characters who live apart, in self-imposed exile. The compensation here, in the best of late nineteenth and early twentieth century fiction in Japan, through the 1920s, was a deepening exploration of self-consciousness. There was discovery, too, thanks to translations of European fiction, of new character-types, “outsiders” in the modern, Western world. Here, the Russians played an especially important role.

We note the curious pace of Kurosawa’s first movie, its settlement inside a series of claustrophobic interiors, with little movement through to any outside, unless it is to a temple or a shrine or riding a train to nowhere. It calls to mind the cultural atmosphere that had emerged in Meiji Japan. Kurosawa may have implicitly understood it to be the appropriate era and atmosphere to adapt, given the retreat and withdrawal among culture makers in wartime Japan, including himself, facing oppressive censorship and a lockdown on free expression.

The apparent subject of Sanshiro Sugata is rivalry between old and new judo styles and the spiritual coming of age of its action hero. And so we might expect that any “meditative” scene will be offset by others featuring hand-to-hand combat. But there isn’t much action here. Instead, there are long-held tight shots of combatants in a clench, shuffling inside the ring, more like awkward couples on a school dance floor than champion wrestlers, and slowed-down, panning shots of rivals, spread out in a line, waiting their turn to step forward and show their stuff.

It is as if Kurosawa himself were in this lineup, frozen inside wartime, when any significant movement or resistance to the authorities would be stillborn. Surrounded by a censorship apparatus far more resourceful and intimidating, he would later claim, than anything the American Occupation threw his way, he had few thematic or tonal options: historical tributes to Japanese spiritual and martial values (like Sanshiro Sugata and its weaker sequel), or patriotic odes to factory production and sacrificial domesticity (e.g., The Most Beautiful, 1944). Movement in these films, either of the camera itself or the characters portrayed, could often be characterized as hesitant, stolid. The wrestling ring or the factory floor, along with the censors, imposed severe limits on navigable space. Similarly, our hero Sanshiro, despite his youth and remarkable strength, seems to move in slow motion, as if he were unsure of himself and lurching toward some yearned-for, yet elusive enlightenment.

[image: image]

But there are sly, breakaway moments in Sanshiro Sugata, too, a veering away from rigidity and control. The first features an abandoned straw sandal, one of a pair left by Sanshiro on the road as he picks up the shafts of the rikisha belonging to his newfound teacher and carries him off. Master and pupil go in one direction, but one geta goes another (is it also moving through time, to rejoin another sandal the director himself wore during the earthquake?). Thanks to this inanimate object, we find ourselves on the move, traveling through the city of Yokohama and the calendar year, owing to a series of deft dissolves. Each one “frees” the sandal from what its utilitarian function would be. This geta thus takes imaginative life and becomes by seasonal turns: a toy for a puppy to play with, a snow-covered ornament on an iron railing, or a tiny skiff floating down a rivulet in spring.

There are, additionally, two other forces, one male, one female, whose presence or whose voice will strangely suspend the narrative or undercut our regard for its apparent hero (note that the first title for the film we know as Rashomon was Male and Female). The male seems to be a villain, perhaps an early emanation of a force Kurosawa associated with his older brother. The female seems to be a victim, left behind after a death, the first but not the last woman in a Kurosawa film to voice rage over her predicament. Perhaps her voice echoes what Kurosawa may have imagined to be his mother’s own inner, bitter cry when she learned of her son’s suicide. Or how Heigo’s common-law-wife voiced her grief at his death and her abandonment. Or how the Café Bacchus “number one”—Nakamura Imako—cried, in pain or regret, moments before she lost consciousness and, after lingering for several days, her life.

As for the dark force here, Higaki Gennosuke moves mostly silently through Sanshiro Sugata. He appears at first to be a throwback villain from the silent film era, a snake in the grass as he slithers toward the maiden who is the object of our young hero’s chaste dreams. He dresses like a Western dandy, sporting a bowler hat, waxed moustache, white gloves, and plated cigarette case. We note that a similar attire and manner were often adopted by benshi who worked at theatres specializing in foreign films, as Kurosawa’s brother once did.

But Higaki will take the fighting outside, whereas the other one-on-one matches occur indoors. And when he appears without invitation, disrupting a quiet meal Sanshiro is sharing with the girl and her father, he opens the room to the elements. We hear him arrive, via the wind rattling at the doorway. Higaki is the one, too, who proposes that the final combat take place on the Ukyo-ga-hara plains. With the clouds racing overhead and the wind again roaring, it is as if Higaki’s presence and his threat had put a real charge into an otherwise still, dull atmosphere.

Kurosawa would later call Higaki his Mephistopheles and insist that he is the most interesting character in this film. Given the heightened drama of every scene he invades, the visual association between him and the shadows, as well as the sound of his voice—cued as it is to the raging wind—Higaki does spur Kurosawa to deviate from the path of a conventional wartime “spiritist” film. The director’s focus shifts away from a wholesome story of a guileless youth, perfecting his skill along with his pure Japanese heart. He stays strangely fixed on Higaki and conveys an unmistakable sympathy for the devil, no matter the moral consequences.

Kurosawa knew, of course, that a shadow character was more than just a filmic cliché, that such a character could be someone you knew intimately, someone you feared or relied on, as you would a brother.

Finally, there is a benshi-like cry off-screen. In the match hosted by the municipal police, our hero Sanshiro hurls his opponent with such force that he hits the far wall on the fly, then crumples to the ground, mortally wounded. The above action sounds dramatic and does yield a decisive outcome. But the sequence is shot with scant fluidity or speed. The combatants awkwardly stalk, paw at, and lunge at each other until the sudden “throw.” No sooner is the body launched than the camera cuts away, to a slow panning shot of the spectators as they collectively turn toward the fatal crash. There, a shoji window panel, dislodged on impact, floats leaf-like down through the air onto the fallen combatant. This last image is captured in actual slow motion. It will be followed by a long pause, a total freeze in the action, as everyone, including Sanshiro, appears speechless and momentarily stunned.
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Then, from an unseen corner, we hear a woman’s cry. The camera finally moves, and in one setup, then another, and still another (reminiscent of the punctuated shot sequence that opens Rashomon), it moves closer and closer toward one face in that crowd gathered at an open window, looking in. It is the face of a young woman, a mask of grief and rage. And the cry, which made this “stopped” movie start again, was her cry for a dying father.

In such ways, Kurosawa proved capable, even in this earliest wartime film, for all its triteness, mendacity, or formal sluggishness, of suddenly letting an inanimate object, and two shadow figures, steal several scenes. One of those figures he stages as a voice off-screen, forcing the camera to turn away from the primary action and look toward the open window. The succession of shots moves closer and closer toward the woman there, as if her voice were the only one worth listening to.

A theatrical, melodramatic insert of a kind Kurosawa knew to be characteristic of silent cinema hereby comes to a wartime film’s rescue. This girl, standing to the side of the visual action, throws her voice of anguish at what we have all just seen and gives a spark of life to these frozen images. In this, we would not be wrong to see her performing the role of a latter-day benshi who once did likewise, in another era, before the culturemakers at large fell silent.

Still, little in Kurosawa’s wartime films prepares us for the imaginative power and technical mastery of his postwar work, made under the pressure of defeat and occupation. We can detect, though, an instinct there from the start: to make films that defy expectations and instead deliberately collide with our passivity and comfort. The postwar films especially echo lessons he had learned from his experience of life and art dating to an earlier time, before Japan went to war and his brother went to his grave.
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After the war, the American Occupation heralded freedom and democracy, but Kurosawa was hardly free to move in just any direction. Japan’s defeat, far beyond the terms of its military surrender and staggering material losses, was indeed unconditional. The country lay broken. Two of its cities had been incinerated in an atomic flash. The massing fear in Japan, not just of atomic weapons already dropped—which would spawn the monster Godzilla in Honda Ishiro’s cult classic of 1954—but of the nuclear fire next time, was something Kurosawa would grapple with repeatedly. He did so first in Ikimono no kiroku (Record of a Living Being, 1956), about a King Lear–like patriarch, brought to his knees by every sonic boom overhead, so certain is he of another nuclear strike. He will announce to his extended family, to their amazement, his plan to sell the foundry and move everyone posthaste to safety in Brazil. They promptly haul him to family court, hoping the law will protect their assets from the old man’s “insanity.”

In an earlier script rendition, the safe haven was slated to be Tohoku, Kurosawa’s ancestral homeland, the very one stricken following the tsunami and the “accident” at the Fukushima nuclear plant in 2011. For whatever reasons, short of prophetic insight, Kurosawa let South America win the day. There is, too, the “Red Fuji” sequence in his late, episodic Dreams (1990), itself eerily predictive of the Fukushima disaster, about the meltdown of a nuclear power plant in the near vicinity of Mt. Fuji, turning that iconic landscape an irradiated red. We may recall how the color red was featured, shockingly, in one of his earliest childhood memories, involving a stray dog laying astride the tracks, “split” by technology.

In the fall of 1945, Kurosawa was living in the western outskirts of Soshigaya, near to the Toho Studios in Seijo Gakuen, in a zone beyond the worst of the firebombings. This time he was not a thirteen-year-old, wandering through the wreckage of the earthquake, which was after all a natural event. Japan’s imperialist war, fueled by dreams of empire, was a disaster attributable to human beings. Kurosawa had been an actor on that historical stage:

I offered no resistance to Japan’s militarism. Unfortunately, I have to admit that I did not have the courage to resist in any positive way, and I only got by, ingratiating myself when necessary and otherwise evading censure. I am ashamed of this, but I must be honest about it.

He elsewhere surveyed the cultural dead zone left in the war’s wake, including the damage done to Japanese film, not all of it by bombs. Over the previous decade or so, Kurosawa writes in 1945, “films have lost their youth, vigor, and high aspiration.” Movies continue to be made, but look like the work of tired, old men, “who make petty judgments, have dried up feelings, and whose hearts are clogged. ” He adds, “if we say films made by such people are mature, we should throw such ‘maturity’ to the dogs.” This is tough language compared to his later, warmer reflections of his apprenticeship under Yamamoto. But Kurosawa only broadens his critique to assail conditions in modern Japan at large, whereby “our culture in the main has lost its way, ever since it was bewitched by mistaken ideologies.”

Kurosawa roughly dates the downfall to 1933, the year by which it became clear that Japan was in the grip of a militant nationalism and when the last significant wave of subversives was made to “confess” to their imported, ideological sins—Marxism and Christianity among them—and to convert to a purer, nativist Way (itself, of course, an ideology). Because he joined PCL in the spring of 1936, Kurosawa implicitly holds up to censure all of the work that the studios produced over that long, “lost” decade, including many he had a hand in making as an assistant director and the four feature films he directed solo.

The intricate flashback structure of Rashomon, repeated again in Ikiru, key us to Kurosawa’s first impulse, as he started up again amid the ruins; namely, to go back over that troubled ground and interrogate the past.

For Kurosawa, Japan’s defeat occasioned a loosening of constraints, though hardly a full-blown reprieve. He seems grateful to be outside the grip of the Japanese civilian and military censors, acknowledging they were more perversely efficient than the Occupation censors would ever prove to be. Like anyone else at Toho, he now had to work with or around a new set of “forbidden topics” on screen, decreed by the American Supreme Commander. The media had been handed thirty-one categories subject to “deletion and suppression,” including references to censorship, glorification of feudal ideals, fraternization (between allied personnel and Japanese women), black market activities, starvation, and a catch-all: “untrue statements.” When the Occupation censored blue-penciled sections of a submitted screenplay (a slew of them in the case of Drunken Angel), Kurosawa deftly modified, negotiated, or found clever ways to reinstate the forbidden. Rashomon, after all, under the guise of a period costume fantasy, is a shameless rendition of “untrue statements.”

Kurosawa stayed carefully attuned to the ongoing material and physical consequences of the war, leading him to make a series of “contemporary life films” and some critics to assume (until Rashomon’s victory in Venice) that he was as committed to a gritty neorealism as were the Italians. He had never backed off his commitment to literature as a source of inspiration, but balanced it with a need to stay grounded. “You write a screenplay with your feet” is another admonition Kurosawa passed along to budding scriptwriters.
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Central landscape, Drunken Angel

Starvation—a forbidden topic on the Occupation censors’ checklist—lurks in the background of his first postwar film, No Regrets for Our Youth, which features a heroine who devotes herself to rebuilding and replanting abandoned rice paddies. A bowl of rice will be treated with such reverence in Seven Samurai that it all but single-handedly converts the lead samurai into joining the farmers in their struggle against marauders. Communicable diseases, rampant throughout Tokyo following surrender, are at the core of Drunken Angel, configured as it is around a cholera-breeding sump, with a dying, tubercular gangster at the center of its action. Ikiru, likewise, uses another polluted sump as the locus of its own drama about a requiem, a rebuilding, and a rebirth. Kurosawa also took up the phenomenon of the postwar “missing,” including those who were repatriated but whose battlefield trauma left them impaired, amnesiac, or otherwise lost to normal life. The criminal in Stray Dog has this prehistory.

Such issues, however obliquely or symbolically taken up by Kurosawa, dealt with the more visible, material consequences of war. In Rashomon, he would more explicitly address the moral consequences of the conflict. Kurosawa began talking with his co-scenarist, Hashimoto Shinobu, about the two Akutagawa stories they would adapt for Rashomon, even as the Tokyo War Crimes Trials were ending late in 1948. There was controversy over this tribunal almost from the outset, having chiefly to do with MacArthur’s decision to exempt the emperor from prosecution. In a shrewd appraisal of Kurosawa’s Stray Dog and its war-traumatized soldier turned criminal on the loose with a stolen gun, the author Noma Hiroshi once asked, “Who was the stray dog’s master, if not the Emperor?”

But besides those who lived high and were spared a rendering of “victor’s justice,” others who lived low, who were not in uniform yet knew they had contributed to the war effort, were similarly exonerated. The screenwriter and director Itami Mansaku, who was one of Kurosawa’s earliest champions, made a telling remark about who exercised control over filmmakers and the population at large during wartime:

If you try to find the actual faces of those who continually repressed us and made us suffer the most, just whose face do you come up with? They are near to hand and easily brought back to mind—the face of some local merchant, of that of a farmer on the outskirts of town or one of the petty clerks in the district government office or at the post office. In other words, they were the people all around us. (trans. Peter High)

Itami’s scan of the wartime social scene likely hit home for Kurosawa, recalling his own acts, in writing and on film, of collusion or acquiescence. The “mistaken ideologies” Kurosawa castigates nevertheless had led him to do things or say things that were often in conformity to doctrines propounded by those in authority during the war. The fact that he was a noncombatant and a far less enthusiastic propagandist in his filmmaking than many of his peers did not take him off the hook, as his own confessions make clear.

Meanwhile, another strain of significant Japanese postwar critique, represented by the novelist and critic Sakaguchi Ango, took the matter of “mistaken ideologies” even further. Sakaguchi seemed intent on bringing a culture on its knees after the war even lower. He reckoned that the culture and the Japanese language had been so debased during the war years that it necessitated a “fall,” away from morals and ideals of every kind. He thought the “absolutist moralism” enforced during wartime—odes to bushido-laced courage on the battlefield or to a widow’s submission to chastity as her fate—was itself deviant to the core. He warned of the national penchant for discipleship: tennosei (emperor worship), but also Confucianism, Leninism, Buddhism, and so on, even as new religions sprung up so rapidly from the postwar desolation that the period became known as “the rush hour of the gods.”

To the contrary, Sakaguchi argued, people are not idealistic, but inherently crude and base. Only the moral posturings, the religious and political costumes, change. Instead of aesthetic or moral uplift, he argued in favor of a precipitous if utterly random descent into vulgarity. The helter-skelter swill of black marketeers held a special appeal for him. The yamiya, he once declared, is where human history begins. To those who expressed fear of the yakuza-controlled black markets, Sakaguchi countered that Japanese wartime leaders were just gangsters who operated on a grander and more devious scale, who used a language of high-minded service to the nation to justify horror and enormous sacrifice. “We must take off all these false national costumes,” he concluded, “and go naked into the streets.”

Sakaguchi was hardly alone in these sentiments. Perhaps the most famous postwar confessional writer, Dazai Osamu, embraced a “beyond good and evil,” carpe diem decadence, as if having survived the war, he were still living under a death sentence. Dazai would in fact make several failed attempts before he finally succeeded in killing himself, taking his lover of that moment with him (a double suicide reminiscent of Heigo’s own). Tamura Taijiro, a lesser artist but one with sure commercial instincts, wrote a popular book called Nikutai no mon (Gate of Flesh; Suzuki Seijun’s film adaptation of it would appear in 1964). Tamura took out his grievances against wartime kokutai, the “nation’s body,” by replacing it brazenly with nikutai, the “flesh body.” In his work, predictably, appetites always wreak havoc with ideals. His street women are not looking for a better life so much as ways to scratch out an existence or to satisfy what appear to be their instinctual needs for sex or pain. They use and are used, often brutally, by men. But because they exist without morals or pretense, Tamura showcases his female hustlers as a somehow more human alternative to the dutiful mothers or meek widows who are morally programmed to yield to their fate.

In Ikiru, we recall the dying bureaucrat trying to live it up at several bars and honky-tonks, at a strip club and a dance hall, as if he were a Tamura or Sakaguchi disciple. He finally finds himself in the back of a taxi with a couple of mascara-heavy pros, having been led along on this nikutai-esque carnal tour by a decadent writer very much cast in the type of a boozing, pill-popping, womanizing Dazai (who calls himself Mephistopheles). The cabaret and bedroom scenes in Drunken Angel, along with the dance-hall scenes in Stray Dog or the “dope-alley” sequence in High and Low, further testify to the nikutai/carnality wave rippling through postwar Japanese art.

Kurosawa would reckon with and acknowledge such ripples, even as he was being pulled by other forces. He surely demonstrated the will to enact a “fall,” though not as an end in itself. He probed a darkness all too visible, given the charred remains of his firebombed city and the disfiguring injuries, the lesions and diseases on bodies all around. Kurosawa looked deeper, though, into another darkness, which had a place in history but an origin in the human heart. It is what the woodcutter sees at the beginning of Rashomon or what the dying old man in Ikiru sees inside himself, more terrifying than the cancer.

With the decadents, Kurosawa shared a horror of the ideals that fueled Japan’s imperialist mission and catastrophic war. But he saw their addiction to the body, as he did the Occupation’s trumpeting of American-style democracy, as both dead ends. Such freedom as American ideals conferred was already a “disaster” for Japanese films, Kurosawa would claim, studios interpreting it as license to wave the right flags or to show flesh more daringly.

“We must counter a despairing brand of nikutai (carnal) story,” Kurosawa would write, “because without hope, people cannot be cured.” The real sickness, evidently, had not been eradicated by defeat in the war, nor would waving a democratic flag bring about a healing. Elsewhere, Kurosawa argues against falling for “a Sakaguchi or Tamura-like, nikutaishugiteki na (fleshistic) character,” because “the spirit requires more.” Over against strip shows as such, Kurosawa outlines another cultural task: “to strip off the mask” a film character wears, using Dostoevsky’s manner of radical interrogation into the human ego, peeling back layer after layer of subterfuge. In other words, Kurosawa worked as if the circumstances of the postwar Japanese, beyond anything called for or adjudicated by the American Occupation, demanded a trial, but one where all were accountable, including himself.
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The first work Kurosawa directed after the war was not a film at all, but a long one-act play he co-wrote for the theatre titled Shaberu (Jabberings, 1945). A fishmonger, who staunchly supported the military dictator Tojo Hideki during the war and was a tyrant at home until the surrender, finds himself set upon by his family. They are liberated now to unload their pent-up anger on this petty thug, and his wife leads the verbal onslaught: “You’re an absurd excuse for a husband . . . you’re a war criminal who didn’t have the guts to slit his belly.” She yearns for a life free of him but has no place to go, because the world she knew has disappeared. The title of the play connotes random, everyday talk. More loosely, in the Occupation context, it might be translated “Free Speech.” Kurosawa presses the point that unless such words are linked to reconstructive action, a merely talked-about “free expression” is just another absurdity.

Characters in conflict, more readily laid bare in a play than in a movie, remained for Kurosawa a first priority. And so to make his first postwar film, he elicited the help of Hisaita Eijiro, the famous shingeki playwright, to draft the scenario. No Regrets for Our Youth is indeed a foundation-building work, pivotal for so much that would follow. It is based on no literary original but does address two famous historical incidents and personages: the dismissal from Kyoto University, in 1933, of Takikawa Yukitoki, whose legal views drew the wrath of the Ministry of Education for their “Soviet” influence; and, in 1944, the hanging of Ozaki Hotsumi, a member of the Richard Sorge spy ring, who was a highly influential and widely traveled journalist and head of a Sino-Japanese think tank, even serving as advisor to Prime Minister Konoe Fumimaro before the ring was exposed.

“Let us make a movie,” Kurosawa wrote during the production of No Regrets, “that will reveal what we have lost as filmmakers over all these years . . . we need to work as if we had no regrets for our youth.” The “as if” is crucial here. Because this film, in its repetitions and returns to times of profound betrayal and evasion, underscores nothing but regret. It features as intensive a character study as any Kurosawa would mount, besides his exploration of the dying bureaucrat, Watanabe, in Ikiru. In Yagihara Yukie, played by Hara Setsuko, who occupies most every frame of the film, Kurosawa would give us his first hero.

The myth of the hero lay shattered, of course, itself a casualty of war. Yet Kurosawa’s need for the heroic remained. It would run parallel to his need for strong geometries, used to buttress once monumental but now ruined structures, as we see in the Rashomon gate. Sakaguchi among others thought it necessary to leave the heroic behind, along with the monumental, because of what an idealized aesthetics had done during the war years to induce mass sacrifice on the altar of a myth-fueled, nationalist pride. But Kurosawa decided to stake out his own imaginative ground at the crossroads of myth and history, and was unwilling to reject outright the use of monumental forms or heroic characters, knowing how crucial they would be to inspire and to sustain hope—the courage to outlive the postwar ruins. And so he dared to work on an epic, monumental scale and have his drama turn on the actions of unlikely heroes, whose most basic weapon is often one they share with their director, that is, a dogged capacity for self-questioning.

Although the heroine of No Regrets will become the template for the Kurosawa hero, Yagihara Yukie does not appear on the scene as self-evidently heroic, any more than do most of the Kurosawa heroes to follow. To the contrary, like them, she appears to be a stock character who exists to perform some subsidiary, supporting role: a spoiled young woman, a tubercular gangster, a drunken doctor, a frightened woodcutter, a dying old man, a bored office girl, a farmer at the end of his rope, an aging ronin, a wannabe samurai, a scheming shoe manufacturer, and so on. What Kurosawa’s heroes have in common is a capacity to question their place in life, then to move, to stand up and leave the place where circumstance or fate has put them. They share, too, an inability, at crucial moments, to understand or to articulate what they believe—the Kurosawa hero is strangely tongue-tied, can’t quite say what is on her mind or what he wants. Yet each one possesses a will to take action and to press on. They labor at the task at hand, long and stubbornly enough to make a change and, in so doing, to dramatize the hard work of changing one’s life.

In a word, Kurosawa’s heroes are like Dostoevskyan converts, but not to any orthodoxy. Rather, they act on a belief, activated by a fall or by a self-interrogation, that life has meaning, discoverable amid so much that seems dark or senseless, unjust or absurd. The heroes we especially remember are those who, after converting, make a sacrifice, who work not for themselves alone, but for others, even for those who were once strangers to them.

Daringly, Kurosawa establishes a time frame in No Regrets that overlaps precisely with what he has vilified as Japan’s “lost decade.” Indeed, he seems acutely conscious of laying down explicit temporal markers in this film, and resorts to intertitles—themselves a carryover from the earlier, silent era—to do so.

And the first year we enter, via the first time-setting intertitle used in the first film Kurosawa made in the postwar, is 1933. This is surely not by accident. Because, as we recall, 1933 resonates with events of immense public significance in Japan: the roundup of the intellectuals, followed by their interrogation and forced confessions; the bludgeoning to death in prison of Kobayashi Takiji, the great Marxist writer, as well as the acceleration of war-mongering on the Chinese mainland. But 1933 had another, more personal significance for Kurosawa. It was the year he last saw his brother alive, at a train station in Tokyo. In the middle of July in that same year, he would come face-to-face with his brother’s dead body at a country inn.

Thus 1933 joins 1923, the year of the Great Earthquake, as a loaded number in Kurosawa’s narrative scheme of things. But those markers are also valuable for bracketing the decade immediately prior to the one that was “lost” and to which Kurosawa would repeatedly return. Whatever its underlying instabilities, taking into account even the calamity of the Great Earthquake of 1923, the decade of the 1920s stormed ahead with culturally avant-garde and politically radical explorations of new models and frames to rebuild Japanese culture and society. No wonder, in the spring and summer of 1945, when Tokyo burned to the ground a second time and the country was on its knees after an unconditional surrender—a defeat as total and encompassing as the ambitions of its empire building had been—that Kurosawa would flash back to that earlier moment when his city was gone but reconstructive energies remained.

The 1920s in Japan appear, in retrospect, to have been a tumultuous but also a luminous moment in cultural time, full of daring intellectual and artistic experiments. It would be the last such moment of relative freedom and hopefulness before fear gained the upper hand and a virulent nationalism ushered in the darkness. Kurosawa’s brother, too, notwithstanding a nihilistic or depressive streak that coursed through his short life, was alive and well and a recognized contributor to the diverse, roiling, unpredictable sociocultural mix of those days. When Kurosawa claims, even near the end of his life, how before every film he makes, he imagines it first as a silent film, he is paying respect not just to an art form but to an era that represented for him a precious repository—of experimentation, urgency, solidarity, and indeed hope.
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No Regrets for Our Youth, according to the first intertitle—1933—begins in what is already a darker time, although for inspiration as well as for the style with which he made it, Kurosawa repeatedly returned to that earlier, more experimental era of the 1920s and to the legacy of silent film. The opening shot sequence is sun drenched, the camera eye skimming across the gleam of a flowing river; then a steeply angled panning shot takes us up through the trees and dense foliage to a hilltop—one of the first “accelerations” in this film of multiple starts and stops, capturing these Kyoto University students on their blissful outing. Their obvious leader is the only woman in their midst—the daughter of a beloved and politically courageous law professor. At the top, the carefree banter continues, until Yukie skips off alone to the mountain’s edge and hears gunshots, and her vision “falls.”

In the first great downward vertical pan in Kurosawa’s career, the camera follows Yukie’s gaze. From a close-up on her face, stricken by what she sees below, our vision also “falls” as the camera shot descends, down across her body to her feet and into the brush beneath them. Only then does it stop and pause alongside a frightened boy in his soldier’s uniform on practice maneuvers, cowering now after the crack of blank ammunition.

Beyond its multiple time lines, No Regrets is stylistically split. Realism as a mode gives way early on. The banner passes to certain theatrical spectacles, such as the riots at the university. To shoot the face-off between the striking students and the mounted police, Kurosawa has recourse to the sweeping, dialectical editing that marks Eisenstein’s own Strike or especially the Odessa Steps sequence from his Battleship Potemkin. Later, after her lover’s death, when Yukie carries her murdered husband’s ashes back home for burial, her figure will be magnified through a sequence of looming close-ups and dissolves, in a manner reminiscent of Dovzhenko’s Earth.

Indeed, the film’s melodrama, in all of its temporal parts, shows traces of the silent era and especially of Russia for both literary and cinematic inspiration. Yukie is a flighty girl when we first meet her, oblivious to the world outside her sheltered “greenhouse” and contemptuous of the radicals who plan to strike or go underground. Time passes, and her father is dismissed from the university, and the real student radical, Nogi, whom she had once mocked, is now in Tokyo, running a think tank on Sino-Japanese relations. She is older now, no less impulsive but ready to reveal and commit herself, as she never had before. Knowing there is risk, she goes to Nogi nevertheless. But it is a foredoomed love, given the times.

Nogi will be arrested at a café, perhaps like the one Kurosawa sought to enter on his own “underground” assignment. But before his case goes to trial, Nogi is found dead in his prison cell (reminiscent of known political assassinations, like those of Kobayashi Takiji and Osugi Sakae). Yukie, too, had been taken into custody, and in a particularly sadistic interrogation scene, her lover’s certain execution is foretold. As she is being led back to her basement cell, Kurosawa frames Yukie at the top of a flight of stairs. She is being led back to her cell, her face a mask of fear and exhaustion. Then Kurosawa cuts and captures his heroine as she begins to lose consciousness, swoons, and falls.

Cast down in this way, Yukie will rise up. Her father secures her release from prison, but it is Yukie who will throw open one after another closed door thereafter, even leaving her family home behind. Keeping faith with Nogi and also with her own spontaneous, willful self, she commits herself to taking Nogi’s ashes back to the country and to his farmer-parents who live there, in ignominy, because their son has been branded a spy.

At an earlier point in the film, when Yukie was preparing to leave home for Tokyo, desperate to do something even then with what she sensed was a fast-disappearing, wasted youth, her father had offered her counsel. Indeed, he talks to her as if he had just read Crime and Punishment, especially the scene after Raskolnikov has been sentenced to seven years in Siberia, and Sonia reminds him of the raising of Lazarus. Dostoevsky adds the line that Yukie’s father now repeats to his daughter almost verbatim, changing little more than the pronouns: “He did not know that the new life would not be given to him for nothing, that he would have to pay dearly for it, that it would cost him great striving, great suffering.”
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Many critics saw Hara Setsuko’s acting in No Regrets for Our Youth as flawed or hysterical. For some, the silent-film-style melodrama was evidently too intense. Even more troubling was the heroic, not sacrificial, stature of the character Yukie. Kurosawa was swift in rebuttal. We have become too attached to “self-sacrificing” women characters, he wrote, “when in fact they are just subordinating themselves to some dominant male.” He uses 1933 as a benchmark for when the Japanese people “lost their freedom” to depict women who were anything but meek and lowly. He issues a call for another kind of Japanese movie “that will not just sketch lonely women, but will portray women who are naked before the world;” where too, “a woman can establish her own individuality.” This he knew would require profound change, being predicated on nothing less than “the discovery of a new moral code.” He bluntly answered a repeated question: “Do I have trouble dealing with women characters? If I do, it’s because I won’t portray women who are as sweet and victimized as those you typically find in Japanese films.”

Such charges had been made earlier in the century, against the shingeki actress Matsui Sumako, whose fierce portrayals of Nora from Ibsen’s The Doll House heralded the emergence of embodied females on the stage (in traditional Japanese theatre, men had acted in women’s roles, an expectation that changed shortly after Kurosawa was born). In a curious way, Hara Setsuko’s “overacting” connected her to Matsui Sumako, the first Japanese female actress to be so charged, and the two of them to an old man—the hero of Kurosawa’s Ikiru—who will die yet be resurrected.

We recall that twice in Ikiru, first in a honky-tonk staring with tearful, “gumdrop eyes” straight at the camera, and later in a tight shot of the old man near the end on a swing in the snow, a look of joyful contentment on his face, our hero Watanabe sings the same “Taisho oldie” he had requested at that bar. It is titled “Gondora no uta” (Song of the Gondolier), a popular song composed in 1915, the same year Akutagawa published Rashomon. In fact, it was written to be performed in a Turgenev play, On the Eve, directed by Shimamura Hogetsu and whose female lead was Matsui Sumako, who sang “Gondora no uta” in the original production (unless it has been taken down, you can still hear a recording of Sumako singing it on YouTube). Shimamura Hogetsu was also Sumako’s lover. Shortly after he died of the same pandemic flu that likely took Kurosawa’s own beloved sister, Matsui Sumako would hang herself, at the age of thirty-three. Her rural background and rough upbringing always seemed exposed on stage, even if she were playing a Norwegian housewife dancing the tarantella. Matsui Sumako was thus perhaps the first modern Japanese actress to be seen as not quite onna rashii (ladylike) in a conventional Japanese way.

Responding precisely to that charge made against Hara Setsuko in No Regret for Our Youth, Kurosawa was defiant: “Why should a woman be ‘like’ anything other than who she really is in her own right?” The fact that “Gondora no uta” would be adapted in Ikiru, with its direct appeal to the young—to act, to fall in love, before it is too late—had a special urgency throughout the long, bleak season of Japan’s postwar period. It was the heroine of Kurosawa’s No Regret for Our Youth, however, who first enacted these lyrics and had the courage to look back over the waste or the errors of her past, before she could fall into a fuller embrace of life.
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No Regrets for Our Youth held the promise of a trial, although Nogi, the spy, is murdered before he can make his case. Yukie will be freed from prison, though only after several scenes of brutal interrogation. Kurosawa’s postwar work in black-and-white, in period or contemporary dress, will prove remarkably consistent in featuring those who are or appear to be solo criminals, for or against the state, or part of one or another criminal network, including white collar corruption (most explicitly in The Bad Sleep Well). Some are found guilty, like the gun thief and murderer in Stray Dog and the kidnapper who left a trail of dead bodies in High and Low. But whether rightly or falsely accused of the crimes we think we see, these characters, along with their pursuers, may be accountable for still others or are on screen to enact another drama altogether.

Rashomon, too, is a crime story. There will be charges, investigations, and the testimony of eyewitnesses at a trial. The clues may not add up, the witnesses will contradict one another, but at the end of the day there is always a dead body on the forest floor. There is unrefuted testimony, too, that the woman was violated (only how she acted after the bandit’s initial assault will become a matter of dispute). Four principal witnesses appear in the courtyard. There will be five visits to the crime scene. The woodcutter takes us there twice.

But the film does not fulfill what crime stories typically deliver: the identity of the criminal. We would do better to call Rashomon a story about detection on a crime scene of considerable scale. There is the possibility, too, that the criminals are many, also that the crimes themselves are other than, or lie deeper than, the ones we are presented on the screen.

Kurosawa turned frequently to crime stories, the most obvious ones evident in his police procedurals, featuring detectives hunting an elusive and strangely charismatic criminal in the big city—Tokyo in Stray Dog, Yokohama in High and Low. Both show strong traces of film noir and its European Expressionist antecedents: Jules Dassin’s The Naked City, G. W. Pabst’s Joyless Street, Josef von Sternberg’s Underworld, or Fritz Lang’s Dr. Mabuse (which has a scene of a briefcase of financial documents thrown from the window of a fast-moving train, like a similar bravura scene in High and Low).

Besides what Kurosawa took from Dostoevsky, whose own novels about crime and gruesomeness reveal his indebtedness to the gothic horror of Monk Lewis, Kurosawa was an inveterate reader of popular detective fiction, too, ranging from Georges Simenon to Dashiell Hammett and Ed McBain. He considered the genre to be a first-rate primer for aspiring screenwriters, being character and event driven, with crisp dialogue and a minimum of extraneous, merely scenic details.

In Japan, the year after the Great Earthquake, there appeared the first in the Akechi Kogoro series of detective stories written by Edogawa Rampo, a contemporary of Akutagawa’s, whose pulp fiction shows distinct traces of modernist ambition and allegorical range. The book is titled The Murder on Hill D. The detective here bears resemblance to Sherlock Holmes, popular in Japan since translations of Conan Doyle began to appear in the 1890s. The high-art literary surface in modern Japan may seem covered with crafted tales of self-exploration. But below it lies a vortex of less realistic, if no less artful, fiction: melodramas about devouring greed or star-crossed, dangerous love, such as Ozaki Koyo’s Golden Demon or Arishima Takeo’s A Certain Woman. Crime fiction fed into that substream.

In The Murder on Hill D, Detective Akechi listens to testimony given by many witnesses to the crime, but they contradict one another—the very problem Kurosawa takes up in Rashomon. For recourse, he will consult Hugo Münsterberg’s Psychology and Crime (1908). The detective recounts how Münsterberg had staged a murder in front of a roomful of witnesses, all of whom were “rational scientists” like himself. In the staging, the murderer leaves behind a hat as the clue. Later, when the witnesses are asked to identify or describe the clue, just one in ten can do so accurately (recall that in Rashomon, the first clue the woodcutter stumbles upon, bringing him to a momentary halt, is a woman’s hat).

With Münsterberg, Detective Akechi concludes not just that eyewitnesses can be unreliable but that their testimony will always be so, because memory intervenes. From the psychologist, the detective has learned that memory is subject to a storm of feelings and associations, intensely personal, for every witness. The investigator, then, cannot skim the surface and expect agreement on the apparent “facts” of the case. He needs to look elsewhere, dig deeper, and deploy a better method: “to penetrate psychologically the deepest part of a person’s soul.”

Ironically, such a method was for other reasons earlier advocated by reformers of the novel in mid-Meiji Japan, who pushed for a modern realism based on the thoughts and inner feelings of an individual, even if many such novels used this method to remain apart from the world, clinging to the interiority of their “second floor rooms,” above the fray. Perhaps it took the medium of film and a filmmaker of Kurosawa’s ranging literary interests, coupled to what he took from D. W. Griffith and Fritz Lang and other silent film allegorists, to instead pursue a more melodramatic angle. There was, too, the abiding example of Dostoevsky, a writer who might begin with a tabloid crime, but whose investigations into the criminal human heart and mind compress themselves into a morality play, staged not just inside a rooming house but at a public crossroads or in an underground, where good and evil, or something lying in the shadows between them, are locked in allegorical strife.

Takemitsu Toru, the avant-garde composer who scored two later Kurosawa films (Dodeskaden and Ran), was also one of the more prescient commentators on the director’s early black-and-white work. He singles out their “fascination with the criminal, reminiscent of Fritz Lang’s M.” He notes that Kurosawa’s criminals possess a “charisma rarely found in Japanese film” and was intrigued, too, that Kurosawa’s early work often features characters “who occupy more than one world.” Takemitsu would cite as a prime example of the latter the miko (shaman) in Rashomon, herself derived from Noh theatre conventions, featuring the appearance of ghosts who travel, via song and dance, through time.

The miko is a performance artist of sorts, and her most telling attribute is her voice. In Rashomon, as we know, she becomes the voice of the dead man. Michel Chion observes that the dead who speak in films do so as if they enjoyed special access to the spirit world and an almost omniscient grasp of the human one. The miko in Rashomon will indeed summon the dead man back to life, if only to reenact his death, speaking the words that were in the samurai’s mind and heart as he was preparing to die.
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We should note here the crucial role that voice plays in both of Kurosawa’s police procedurals, as if Kurosawa thought of crime as lying in some close proximity to his brother, the benshi. In Stray Dog, long before we ever see him, we hear the criminal’s voice. The detectives, rummaging through their suspect’s belongings, spot a note he once scratched out about a vicious cat-killing and about the torment he has felt since returning from the war. As the detectives hold up the note for us to see, which they silently read, there is a voiceover, which we recognize to be the suspected criminal’s voice.

Again, in the film’s final chase scene, the criminal will be isolated and captured by the young detective, but only after a struggle that leaves these two characters, so similar in their war backgrounds and even now in their look and dress, sprawled out on the ground. This showdown takes place in a city outskirt, close to a train station, but it looks like a forest, even a jungle, perhaps like the one both of them slogged through as soldiers years before. There are flies buzzing around the foliage and the sound of schoolchildren singing a familiar ditty in the background. Then, shockingly, the criminal lets out an anguished howl—a sound in excess of what the scene requires.
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We see on screen one criminal, caught in a chase at the end of this noir film. But this howl at the end of Stray Dog helps us identify yet another criminal, maybe Kurosawa himself, who by this outcry brands himself an outlaw to conventions of cinematic realism. Here and elsewhere, Kurosawa proved willing to run an experimental risk with images and also with sound—a voice beyond reason—to get at something he knew from his experience to be true, for example, that even a brother can be a stranger and a tormenting mystery, in life and in death.

Similarly, the dramatic action of High and Low, a film haunted by the fallibility of vision, begins not with any image we see but with a voice calling up from below. Both the shoe manufacturer and his wife, and later the police brought in to solve the case, cling to the phone receiver as if it were to a lifeline, hanging on each word uttered by the taunting, sarcastic, obviously educated voice of the kidnapper (he is a doctor who is slumming it, in ways analogous to Heigo’s own perverse choice to live in a run-down Kagurazaka tenement). The calls he initiates and the demands he makes will dictate our travels through the city. With his voice alone, the kidnapper controls the narrative, through to the very last scene.

There, a plate of glass separates the now captured, tried, and condemned criminal, and the man he had asked to see before his execution—not a clergyman, but the one who lived high on the hill, whom he plotted to bring down into the dark alleys of his own life. No matter who is talking, we see the two of them, separated but reflected through the glass, superimposed in intimate, visual relationship. As in Stray Dog, there is a final, anguished howl from the “negative” one, before a steel curtain comes down like a guillotine, or like one last, hard-edged wipe. It will seal off our vision. All we can see now, in the middle of that now blackened plate glass, is the circular audio hole, which had carried the criminal’s last, desperate cry.

In such ways do Kurosawa’s investigations into crime and explorations of the criminal break away from a straight genre line or any attempt to reliably answer questions about “what happened.” No doubt Rashomon is Kurosawa’s most sustained experiment to test the boundaries of telling such a story, about crimes committed in the past and about the criminals who committed them, but in a way that stays true to the zigzagging nature of his memory, whereby the public and the personal intersect or are fatefully intertwined.
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Criminality, an interrogation, and at times an actual trial are foregrounded features of Kurosawa’s postwar work. No doubt Seven Samurai goes furthest to scale the crime to the dimensions of war. Ikiru goes deepest into a character’s self-examination into how he became a dead man walking. The crimes in Rashomon, as we know, will take us to a “courtyard,” albeit one whose allegorical, not realistic, trappings invite us to broadly interpret who might be on trial and what might be the crime.

Like many at the time, Kurosawa knew that a public trial, however protracted (the Tokyo Trials lasted almost three times as long as did those at Nuremberg), would leave much uninvestigated and many unnamed. We note that besides the “famous bandit” Tajomaru, no other character in Rashomon has a name. But all of them will eventually confess to one crime or another. We never see firsthand, but only through remembered or verbally repeated sequences, the crimes that will become the basis for the courtyard trial.

Perhaps just because Tajomaru has a “name” and is known by past acts of criminality, we assume from the start that he is the criminal. Still, Rashomon seems to take a bizarre, almost choreographed pleasure in muddying the path that might otherwise lead us to a single criminal. The serial testimony in Rashomon, like the Bolero backbeat, is alluring in its mesmeric repetitions. By it we are led back into the forest, proceeding at first as “innocents,” like the woodcutter as he ambles until he stumbles onto a dead body. Kurosawa thus leads us away from the gate and into what at first seems to be an enchanted space—the forest scenes are among the most extravagantly beautiful scenes Kurosawa ever directed and edited—that turns out to be the very site of the crime.

By the time he made Rashomon, Kurosawa was fully geared to film a trial unlike any recently seen in the real world of postwar, Occupation-ruled Japan. The courtyard scenes are notorious for never showing us the face of the judge. This “absent presence” begs to be read as a symbol, maybe of the very kind Kurosawa accused critics of perversely reading into the film. Could the invisible judge be symbolic of the American Occupation, through whose censorship apparatus Kurosawa had to pass to make many of his earlier postwar films? Although the censorship office had been substantially scaled back by 1950, the Americans did still nominally sit in judgment not just over the film industry, but over all of Japan. Rashomon was thus scripted, produced, and screened at home, even winning its acclaim abroad, before the Occupation had come to an end. Then, too, the American authorities had been trading in symbolic gestures all along. The atmosphere of the Tokyo Trials has indeed been likened to “a large-scale American theatrical production.”

But this strangely absent judge is counterbalanced from the outset by a very present captured criminal. Kurosawa moves quickly to identify our suspect, in the way Dostoevsky does in Crime and Punishment. The notorious bandit Tajomaru is the first principal witness, answering “questions” from this judge we never hear or see. Like Raskolnikov, the bandit seems eager to confess and be found out, as if he had committed the crime for punishment. Moreover, he “plays” throughout the testimony—kicking, scratching, scowling, hissing—as if he were also performing the role of a Shakespearean fool in an elaborate farce. As noted, Kurosawa never gives us a reverse cut, and so we can’t gauge the magistrate’s reaction. Like General MacArthur or a James Joycean god paring his fingernails above the tawdriness of merely mortal affairs, the judge may be a bit like us, the audience: an unseen, unheard, yet judgmental presence.

Because of this setup, we may not quite believe that a trial is taking place, at least not the one we see before us. The villain, played by the “named” bandit, may start to look like an actor auditioning for his part (Kurosawa once cited Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author as an early avant-garde inspiration for Rashomon). All of the testimony is over the top, “theatrical,” delivered in a courtyard that looks more like an outdoor Noh theatre stage than anything quite judicial. It seems almost as if not Tajomaru, the famous bandit, but Mifune Toshiro, the famous actor, is sitting there, in makeup and period attire, tied up like a cliché villain, giving us a campy reading for the part “Tajomaru.”

But perhaps we are all actors in this trial, the first relevant group being postwar Japanese, then the Italians who saw it in Venice, until now when it can be anyone anywhere who has access to digital media. Like the unseen, unheard judge/magistrate, we retain our anonymity. We keep our distance, remain nameless, sitting in the darkness, just one of the crowd. Yet we presume to look down on and judge the criminal or the serial witnesses, each of whom are subject to interrogation, if not punishment.

Roles are questioned or reversed during the testimony, as they are in Kurosawa’s police procedurals. Tajomaru can be tough and blustering but also comically endearing and poetic—he gazes up spontaneously at a puff of cloud in the sky. The woman is a tearful, pitiable creature as she begins her testimony, though by the end she strikes a come-hither, languorous pose, like a supremely confident Oriental courtesan of the silent era. All of this playacting at the trial should make us wonder who they are or what their real role might be. Whatever they say they did in the forest becomes a test of our credulity and our witness.

They are being interrogated, but so are we. We listen to their conflicting testimony in the courtyard and observe what they do in the forest. But how closely do we listen? What do we really see? We hear about crimes of word and deed that happened in the past. But how secure are we in rendering judgments over such crimes committed by “them?” After all, our first reaction on encounter with Rashomon may be to shake our heads in confusion and conclude that “Everything’s relative. We’ll never get to the truth.” Or, cynically, we may remark that “everyone lies to look good.” Or else we may theorize, academically, that the dead body and the baby are themselves just fictions, there for our weightless analysis or mere entertainment.

By these maneuvers, we blunt the impact of Rashomon. With every measured opinion we parcel out, we lower the stakes. In place of shock or outrage, we settle for or even celebrate a merely “relative” uneasiness about our quandary.

In such ways do we sidestep the more direct challenge Kurosawa embedded in his iconic film, because Rashomon gives voice to something Kurosawa learned from his experience of life in the first half of the twentieth century and made a founding principle of his art—namely, that however torn and scattered the world around us, whatever confusions or ambiguities exist inside our minds, we desire what is true and good in any life or art we deeply value. But we are troubled and weak, and take a less strenuous path. We succumb to doubt about “what really happened” back then, until we realize that the doubt has spread and that we have no moral judgments left to make, nothing more to hope for, given all the “complications,” the excess of random reported “facts” about matters happening now, in the city or the country before our eyes, much less those erupting in some far-off war or disaster zone.

Because it is easier that way. It allows us to live with our own silence, and our evasions.

We are on trial. The crisis is not just historical, but existential. As Kurosawa knew, the Japanese postwar period is Dostoevskyan.


13

Requiem/Rebirth
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On July 1, 1950, Kurosawa and his composer Hayasaka Fumio met to talk about the sound for Rashomon. They went over Hayasaka’s treatment of Ravel’s Bolero, also the “ghostly music,” Noh theatre style, that was to accompany the voice of the shaman (in a self-critique, Hayasaka once said that his music “moves through mist and fog, not through the real world”). The very next day, word spread among the crew on location in the woods outside Nara that the Kinkaku-ji—The Temple of the Golden Pavilion—in neighboring Kyoto had been lost in a massive fire. There were reports that a deranged novice monk had deliberately set ablaze this monument of medieval Buddhist architecture. On a nearby hill, as the flames blackened the temple’s gilded wood, the novice attempted suicide, details from which Mishima would later spin into one of his greatest novels, bearing this temple’s name, about an overpowering beauty that obliterates mental and moral boundaries.

Kinkaku-ji, having survived the war, was now a charred ruin. Meanwhile, on the back lot of the Daiei studios, a massive, built-to-look “ruined” gate, eerily absorbed within its symbolism this latest tabloid testament to the fleeting nature of beauty in this world and to the madness of men.

Besides Hayasaka, Kurosawa would establish strong working relationships with many other craftsmen in the film industry, especially with fellow screenwriters like Hashimoto Shinobu, who was his collaborator on Rashomon, and later with Oguni Hideo, who added his hand to theirs in the writing of Ikiru and Seven Samurai. Kurosawa must have known that his stubbornness could have woeful effects on a script, given his even stronger felt need to make films not to be contained inside a single genre or to run along a single track. His major work instead reveals a dynamic script collaboration between himself and at least one, often two, at times three other writers.

Even before Seven Samurai, where he started to use multiple cameras to capture action from several different angles simultaneously, Kurosawa entrusted the script—“the banner of the film”—to the multiple perspectives guaranteed by his preferred method for producing a scenario. It called for sequestering himself and his associates in rented rooms for weeks on end, often at a hot springs inn, drafting and haggling over scene after scene, lubricated by beer or sake or whiskey according to the time of day or night, until a composite piece that all could agree on was hammered out.

But his relationship with Hayasaka Fumio, who scored every film Kurosawa made between Drunken Angel (1948) and Record of a Living Being (1955), seems to have been especially intense. Indeed, it was Hayasaka on whom Kurosawa relied to generate what he called the “multiplier effects” of sound (earlier discovered thanks to his mentor Yamamoto, though surely also to his brother, the vocal performer who multiplied the effect of the screen’s silent images). The signs of the tuberculosis that would eventually kill Hayasaka five years later were already manifest in the summer of 1950, as they were making Rashomon together in the sweltering heat of central Japan, shooting on location in a dense cryptomeria forest from whose heights creepily fell legions of blood-sucking leeches.

Hayasaka was revered in music circles and counted among his disciples Takemitsu Toru and Sato Masaru, in whose hands he left the arrangement of the unforgettable score he wrote for Seven Samurai as he was failing, and he again left them with the scant work he was able to do for Record of a Living Being, which was still being shot when Hayasaka died. We note the especially long gaps—silences—in this film, as if in memoriam. Kurosawa would preside at Hayasaka’s funeral, after which he is said to have retreated to a room on the second floor of his home, window shades drawn, and did not emerge for two weeks, so lost was he in grief.
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Hayasaka and Kurosawa

Hayasaka had a further connection to Rashomon and to Akutagawa, quite apart from his work on this film with Kurosawa. Another young musician he had championed was Akutagawa Yasushi, one of the author’s sons (another son was Akutagawa Hiroshi, the acclaimed film actor, who plays a ghostly, nonspeaking character in Kurosawa’s first color film, Dodeskaden). When Yasushi learned that his father was Hayasaka’s favorite writer, he presented his teacher with a pencil sketch of a kappa, drawn by Akutagawa himself, based on the hybrid creature featured in the author’s famous Kafkaesque fable (Kappa, 1927). This son would also let Hayasaka know that Akutagawa’s favorite composer was Maurice Ravel.

Early on in Rashomon, we go inside the forest for the first time with the woodcutter, accompanied by Hayasaka’s syncopated rendition of Bolero. The music surges until the woodcutter encounters a scattering of clues. Everything slows at that moment, as the woodcutter begins to search the ground, a wary scavenger. Then Kurosawa stops him cold, capturing the shock and terror on the woodcutter’s face as he stumbles upon a dead body (all we see of it are two arms raised, the fingers splayed and unmoving). Recall another “frozen” moment in Kurosawa’s transcription of such an event, dating to the summer of 1933. “At the entrance of the room I found myself unable to move” is how the memoir describes Kurosawa coming upon his brother’s body, already in rigor mortis, at a country inn.

In Akutagawa’s 1915 “Rashomon,” we encounter a line where he comments on the mental habits of his narrator, who is also a thief: “His thoughts wandered the same path again and again, always arriving at the same destination.” That sentence doubtless describes Akutagawa’s storytelling habits and resonates strongly with Kurosawa’s own narrative returns and encirclings. Ever since that 1933 death scene Kurosawa walked into, the one he called “the story I do not want to tell” and which his memoir never did face directly, Kurosawa had nevertheless kept it alive in memory, perhaps alongside other recollections of the silent era, of what he saw and heard in movie theatres that made him “shudder.” Hayasaka’s music, fraught with its “ghostly” sounds and contrapuntal ruptures, aided Kurosawa in his recovery of a lost medium—silent film—the better to tell stories of other losses, past and present.
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How to make the dead speak again? It is a question that echoes throughout Kurosawa’s storytelling. Necessarily, in ways reminiscent of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari and Nosferatu and The Fall of the House of Usher, whose phantoms once “spoke” at Tokyo movie theatres in Heigo’s voice and accent, there is a haunted quality to most all of Kurosawa’s postwar production. Even the “modern life” films are riven by flashbacks, voice-overs, dreamlike and palimpsest-like montage sequences. Confronted by the hard-edged wipes, the multiple dissolves, the expressionist close-ups, and the staggered, contrapuntal use of instruments and voice, Kurosawa’s visual and sonic style puts us on alert. Look at that world on the screen, Kurosawa seems to say, those intimate details that settle us into some realistic, “everyday” life. Then look and listen again. Recognize that it is a false and partial world, one we share with absent presences, ghostly specters, who belong to another age and who will not release our present from the grip of their past.

In the heightened incidents of their shared life together, shadowed by the arc of Heigo’s rise and fall, we can trace the dramatic arc of Kurosawa’s black-and-white postwar narratives. There is urgency, for Kurosawa, to turn and face a deeply personal past. But at most every turn, his own needs meet up with those of others and intersect with a shared past, marked by earthquake and war, and the collective needs of other survivors. Kurosawa’s films rarely settle for nostalgia or box themselves into a realistic, merely domestic setting (as Wenders noted, he doesn’t do families, “home drama” style). Instead, we encounter their veerings and false starts, and track the necessary fall of a Kurosawa hero not back into any childhood “greenhouse” but into the mud of the wider world outside it.

Kurosawa deftly manipulates irony and melodrama to document his obsessions and his restlessness. But the films derive their focused strength and at times unbearable intensity from his knowing that these tales, not all of them innocent or ultimately redemptive, are not merely literary or cinematic. Inside his twists of plot, the sudden, often tragic turns of his narrations, it is human life as it was loved and lost that we recognize.

In works like Stray Dog and High and Low, the tortured sounds emitted at the end of each film by a charismatic villain come closest to artistically projecting the voice and the darker aspects of his brother’s life in its last extremity. Those fear-filled howls capture what Kurosawa likely imagined to have been Heigo’s final cry. We recall the local newspaper reporting on “the double suicide at Yugashima,” noting it was the overheard excruciating pain of the man and woman who had ingested karumochin along with a dose of rat poison that alerted the innkeeper to call for help. Kurosawa in his memoir holds back many such details of the death scene, including the presence and the name of the woman who would die with his brother in this shinju pact.

There is, further, the memoir’s misleading reference to a “bloody sheet,” as if his brother had used a knife or blade of some sort, in a manner that would render his death more dignified, more samurai or ronin-like. Instead, as Kurosawa surely knew at the time, the drug Heigo had ingested was quite common. Karumochin-induced endings had become something of a craze among the young and the suicidal. There was a long roster of lovers who chose to die in 1932–1933, a peak period for suicides in Japan (amid continuing economic distress and the looming certainty of a massive war), often using the fashionable drug karumochin to do it. Usherettes at that time were directed to patrol the aisles, in an effort to spot and perhaps to prevent a suspicious couple from taking the drug in a darkened movie theatre, a favored place to consummate the act, so far as it was cheaper than renting a room in even a fleabag hotel, much less traveling off to Izu to a hot springs inn.

Had Kurosawa decided to film the tragedy of his brother’s life and death straight on, even he might have lost control of the narrative, as he did when he took Dostoevsky straight on in his version of The Idiot. However tethered his films are to memory or to artful expressions of his own troubled life (incidents of shinkeisuijaku, or “nervous breakdown,” abound in his memoir, and in other biographical anecdotes), Kurosawa took his stand in the mud of the world beyond himself, moved to go there by a strong ethical, if not political, consciousness. He made films from the stuff of personal history, but in a way that cuts into the broader history of his time. However cathartic certain of his films may have been for him, he always intended to force an encounter with his audience, to make us “shudder,” in the first instance. For the sake of those more desperate than he was in the postwar period, he would not allow himself to be narrowly personal or to appear leveled by despair. And so his stories arc across the negative and the positive, darkness and light. In the shadow world between, we find ourselves, with Kurosawa, alive amid the ruins, at once mourning the dead but alert and expectant, prepared to embrace the smallest sign of new life.
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After being shrouded by the downpour and by the ruined gate at Rashomon’s beginning, we will step into the delusional brightness of the courtyard and from there be led repeatedly to the crime scene, surrounded by the forest’s deep shadows. There are four witnesses to how the samurai died there. Two testify that he was murdered with a long sword by the bandit Tajomaru; one that he was murdered, but with a dagger by his wife; and still another that he killed himself with a dagger. And so we remain shrouded, in a sense, by contradiction and doubt. As Kurosawa said, once you enter this forest, your heart can go astray.

Kurosawa resorted to silent-film-style allegory and to absurdist farce, not to historical realism, to frame his Rashomon. He could thereby coil around a singular, painful truth, but without making it appear overly centered on his own life. An ironic “distancing” of a kind he knew Akutagawa had used in his own storytelling is also replicated here. For example, in the bandit’s and the woodcutter’s stories about how the samurai was murdered by Tajomaru with a long samurai sword, Kurosawa stages their struggle as one of thrills and spills of a kind we associate with vaudeville or silent film slapstick (Fatty Arbuckle, Buster Keaton, and Harold Lloyd were well known to him). It lightens the tone and certainly undercuts the mystique of the sword or of swaggering machismo.

In the woman’s testimony, when she murders the samurai with a dagger, the mood takes a decidedly more serious, almost noir turn. The force field shifts away from her abusers—the bandit and her husband—toward her, less a victim now than an avenging angel. The bandit who committed the rape has long since fled the scene. But the woman is about to be violated again, by a husband who cares more about his own honor or, as he will later say, for his horse, than for this “fallen woman.”

The woman had earlier shown herself to be agile and aggressive in her resistance to the bandit (until the sun “blinded” her, by his account, and she “yielded” to his aggression, longingly, as the camerawork also implies). But here, the Bolero repetitions are coupled to a slow panning shot, giving luminous, indeed heroic stature, to her face and upper body. She is in motion, with irresistible, hypnotic intent. Her knife is steadied, just below her chin, and it is pointed outward, straight for this husband whose cold rejection she will not abide.

Which brings us to that other rendition of the crime story, the one by which Akutagawa had ended his own literary account of “what happened” in the forest. Here, the repeatedly “murdered” samurai turns out to be a suicide. The segment is highly stylized and theatrical, as if it had been transposed to an impromptu Noh stage. We recall that Noh plays frequently feature the dead, whom we don’t recognize at first because they have assumed a living, human form. Often, though, their backstories reveal that they died violently or unrequited, in a state of profound regret. Banished from mortal life but in such inner turmoil that they cannot go quietly to their graves, they are condemned to a ghostly existence, and to wander across the wastes of time, hoping to find a proper way to have their life and death stories told and listened to again. Such plays are often orchestrated by a traveling priest, who will pray over them for the repose of their unquiet souls.

Kurosawa was surely not alone in the postwar period in telling film stories that gather themselves around a singular death and conform to something like a requiem. We look back and often describe the period when Rashomon was made and films were produced by his remarkable peers Ozu Yasujiro and Mizoguchi Kenji as being the golden age of Japanese cinema. However different their styles or their underlying intentions, these directors commonly feature a scene in some of their finest work that stands as a mourning ritual: the family gathered upon the death of the grandmother in Ozu’s Tokyo Story, a bowl of rice carried to the burial mound of the potter’s wife by her orphaned son in Mizoguchi’s Ugetsu, and the death of the elderly bureaucrat in Kurosawa’s Ikiru—with over one third of the film still remaining—followed by his wake, where he is remembered by multiple eyewitnesses and which lasts until the film’s end.

These Japanese directors all give special, often spiritual, significance to a solitary death at a time when the populace at large had all too recent memories of the dead, in vast numbers, who had been lost to war and to the predations of the twentieth century.

Whatever his experimental, modernist edge, Kurosawa did not shy away from either ritual forms or the monumental. He would structure Rashomon as a grand epic whose magnificence is promised by the set, by the primeval forest, and by the sheer seductive star power of Mifune Toshiro, Mori Masayuki, and Kyo Machiko. The stunning chiaroscuro and the mellifluous sweep of Miyagawa’s camerawork, as well as Hayasaka’s charged and moving score, add to our overall sense of the film’s attentiveness to formal beauty.

But the narrative, in its stops and starts, is repeatedly diverted, subject to swings of mood and tone or breakaway segments leading into something more jumbled, random, or inexplicable (how does the woman, in her full-length kimono, outrun the loincloth-clad bandit who chases after her, not once but twice?). Kurosawa was an admirer of The Threepenny Opera and thought to make a “musical” based on that play, in homage to Kurt Weill and to Bertolt Brecht. The distancing devices he deploys in Rashomon, reminiscent of Brecht’s “alienation effect”—an intermixture of the serious and the absurd—are further evidence of Kurosawa’s lingering attachment to experimental or agitprop art, as he first encountered it as a youth in Tokyo in the late 1920s.

More than the avant-garde, however, it is the melodramatic that Kurosawa relied on most crucially. He was a sentimentalist and a moralist, conscious that art must traffic in good and evil, but in ways less cut and dried than do religions. And so somewhere inside Rashomon we expect him to tell a story in a melodramatic key, where he will silence Bolero and use other, minor chords to drive home the melancholy.

In the story of the dead man, as told to us by the medium, Kurosawa does exactly that. Here, the act of dying is treated with the gravity of a liturgical rite. The dramatic focus on this self-inflicted death serves to isolate the man from the other characters in Rashomon. But this singular death of a man with no name also aligns itself allegorically with the anonymous carnage wrought by the earthquake and the war. Similarly, the conflicting, self-deceiving stories about the forest “crime” remind us of the betrayals and lies that line the cultural and political landscape in wartime Japan, to which Kurosawa admits he had contributed.

As we recall, the charred remains of the “clustered dead” imprinted themselves on Kurosawa’s eyelids as he walked through his lost city after the earthquake in 1923. But one death in Kurosawa’s past, which took place one day in July 1933, was distinct and unforgettable: the suicide of his brother at an inn in the “country,” away from Tokyo. Inside Rashomon, there is indeed one story that calls a special attention to itself. It is the only one which will feature a single actor at the time of death, instead of the three principal actors—bandit, samurai, wife—all three or at least two of whom are conspicuously present throughout the various other accounts of “what happened.” The tale is told by the dead man himself, which its hearers at the gate—woodcutter, priest, and the cynical drifter—listen to, as if to an old ghost story.

To tell the ghost’s—that is, the dead man’s—story, Kurosawa will resort to a vocal style and to stagecraft reminiscent of Noh theatre. As noted, Noh performances proceed with ritual rigor, almost as a liturgy, with exorcism a desired outcome for its slain warriors or lovers, who died before their proper time. Kurosawa introduces in this segment a new character, a miko, or shaman (whose role he will reprise for the forest prophecy scene in his version of Macbeth—Throne of Blood, 1956). For the period of her trance and recitation, the miko lives in two worlds simultaneously. She is present, whirling in the dust of the magistrate’s courtyard during her “witness.” And the samurai is present in her voice, which she is throwing onto the projected images we will see of this forest scene.

In other words, the shaman is performing like a movie commentator—a benshi—standing to one side of the forest “action,” using her voice to express the meanings, apparent or latent, in those silent images. She will provide a clearing and a voice for the one who found himself lost and alone in a forest (just as a benshi like Heigo, in fulfillment of his role, would have used his voice across the gender spectrum and so “become” not just Rudolph Valentino or John Barrymore, but also Lillian Gish or Marlene Dietrich).

We observe how repetitive and necessary clearings are to Kurosawa’s work in black-and-white: the untilled land in No Regrets for Our Youth, the sumps and urban cesspools in Drunken Angel and Ikiru, the vacant urban square in Stray Dog and Record of a Living Being, the circle of dust at the beginning of Seven Samurai that will later turn to mud and become the site of the final battle, perhaps the greatest such scene in all of film history.

Such clearings emerge the more strikingly for all of the entangling details that otherwise fill Kurosawa’s scenes. We notice how often elements of the natural world or of social spaces obscure our vision, stand between us and the apparent object of our scrutiny: all of the leaves and branches in his many forests, the teetering piles of books and papers, the shop screens and beaded curtains, the jostling crowds on the back streets, in the black market, at all the cabarets, honky-tonks, and hole-in-the-wall bars.

It is as if the entanglements are there to provide the actuality and the alibi available to any of us caught up in the details of everyday life. We can’t quite see where we should go, what it is we should do. We are lost in a forest and can’t find the way out, the road ahead. But then comes the clearing, where we are set in a stark, existential face-off, with or against forces which exert a higher claim on us; determine our character because they demand confrontation with usually hidden parts of the world or of ourselves. Even the enemy within.

But there is no clearing anywhere in Kurosawa that opens up quite like this one, with the samurai and the voice of the shaman in the forest. Here, the atmosphere transforms. Gone, as mentioned, are the other main characters, along with Bolero. We see the samurai, free of his bonds but on his knees, and he is weeping. No one hears him, nor would we, if not for the voice of the spectral shaman, herself caught inside the sand-filled courtyard, whirling inside a dance of someone else’s making, embodying for us the last sounds, the last movements of this distant character, alone now in the forest clearing.
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This is of course a death scene, but it is different from the others. There is no long sword and no murderer. Instead, we become witnesses to the final moments of a desperately shame-filled, lonely man. He is about to take his own life, apart from home and family. Yet for the time that Kurosawa takes to shoot this scene, to search out and to find such a man as he is about to die by his own hand, we become his companions, his intimates. We accompany him on his final journey. Led by the haunting beauty of these wordless images, we enter a world gone quiet and rescue the dead from oblivion.

Yet Kurosawa lingers and does not forget the miko, who has been narrating this silent drama for us, as if she were there. She is indeed the most intimate of all possible companions to this man. The samurai’s last thoughts and feelings are those that she is privy to and transmits. We can imagine, then, that she is playing a double role: not just as the benshi-like voice of the samurai, but as the ghost of another woman who once died beside another suicidal man. While we are watching the samurai drive the dagger into his chest and “fall” in the forest, the camera cuts away to the courtyard, where simultaneously the miko’s body twists in pain and collapses, in her own death agony.
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In his memoir, Kurosawa had been unable to tell us what really happened at that inn on Izu. He says nothing about the woman who was with his brother and who carried out her own self-inflicted death beside him. And whereas the miko was merely a narrative voice in Akutagawa’s short story, Kurosawa here gives her a palpable, physical presence.

More than a voice, then, the shaman is also a woman, who falls alongside the man. As if they had committed shinju—double suicide. Whatever requiem Kurosawa is staging in memory of his brother or of the “clustered dead” of the earthquake and the war, he may also be staging it in memory of the woman his brother took away.
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All three of Kurosawa’s greatest films—Rashomon, Ikiru, and Seven Samurai—seem to end in a darkness from which there can be no escape, after the deaths of many of its principals, including heroes of such dimension as Watanabe in Ikiru and Kikuchiyo in Seven Samurai. Besides such deaths, the postwar black-and-white films relentlessly trap or corner their characters: implant in them a terminal disease; back them up against social or psychological walls. Yet time and again, before they die, or in their first acts as heroic survivors, they struggle to find the seam of a slim, improbable breakaway. They throw open closed doors and move from an interior darkness toward a suddenly dawning light.

The “requiem” in Rashomon, as it transpires in the dead man’s account, might have brought this film to its proper end, as it did in Akutagawa’s story of the forest crime, where it stood as the last witness. But Kurosawa presses on. He has the woodcutter give his witness, which turns out to be self-incriminating (the evidence and his own botched testimony point the finger at him as the thief of the dagger). So here is our woodcutter, whom we have relied on as our primary storyteller, found out to have lied in his own courtyard testimony. It makes us wonder and takes us back to the beginning of Rashomon. Has he been lying to us all along?

The woodcutter turns out to be one of the criminals, though he had seemed a weak, cast-down character from the first words he uttered at the gate. He was consumed then by a fear he could not name, except to say that the world lay beyond his comprehension, as if he had no place in it. But by the end of the film, whatever paralyzing fear he once felt, whatever cynicism he harbored toward human beings who relentlessly lie to protect their egos, the woodcutter has now turned to face his own criminal self-deceptions. And to the extent he has become conscious of such personal sins of word and deed, he shows himself capable of some further transformation. Indeed we see him begin to rise up, like Lazarus, or like so many flawed heroes in the Kurosawa mold.

The last cry we hear at the gate, to which the woodcutter decisively reacts, comes from a small corner at the back of it, which had heretofore remained out of sight. It is the sound of a crying child, abandoned there, much as Griffith once abandoned children on the steps of the Cathedral of Notre Dame, or as Chaplin left an orphan on the stoop. It is a startling sound and an especially melodramatic insertion at this juncture of the drama.

Kurosawa knew that the scene was yet another “leap.” But he responded sharply to charges that he had here broken faith with the film’s darkness and skepticism. Any true skepticism, he argued, “stays in touch with a desire to believe in human goodness.” Elsewhere, mindful of the widespread desolation and despair that gripped so many in postwar Japan, Kurosawa said simply, “We must believe in humanity, or die.” Only literati want a dark ending. Ordinary people want some light.

Before that child’s cry, darkness and the shadow world had loomed large in Rashomon from the earliest shots. Even if it is always daytime when we enter the forest, the overhang is dense, making us feel that we are enclosed together in a dark room, like filmgoers attending a matinee on a sunny day in a darkened theatre.

But Rashomon, even in these shadow-ridden segments, is lined by flashes of illumination, reflecting off the axe blade, the foliage, the surface of the stream. And Kurosawa has been giving us strong geometries to cling to—circle, triangle, and square—distinct yet bound to each other, as they are in a famous Zen painting. These forms reassure us that even in a ruined world such geometries are still available to our sight. It is Kurosawa’s great gift to make us feel that such forms are not empty or incidental but rather that our seeing them marks a first step toward a picking up the pieces of a shame-filled, strayed, or shattered life.

Working with his cinematographer, Kurosawa sees past the wreckage of the gate and through the forest’s tangles and confusions into the distinct lines and swirls that hold their ground against this disorder: the massive verticality of the gate’s pillars and the forest’s trees; the striated, horizontal layering of the steps in front of the gate; the circles formed by the clouds overhead, by the round ball of sunlight radiating down through the canopy of trees; the triangles formed by the positioning of limbs and bodies, by structural buttresses, or by splintered shards of wood.

And so there is a rightness and indeed a marvelous symmetry to the sudden appearance of the abandoned baby at Rashomon’s end. This child, defenseless against weak and scheming men, is nevertheless embraced by a force that stands up against the ruins and resists the moral collapse everywhere else in evidence. The woodcutter, if only at the end and suddenly, as if it were a Dostoevskyan conversion, discovers an impossible good inside himself. He takes an action eked out in parables that line both Buddhist and Confucian thought. His compassion rescues the innocent—the act that Mencius said defined our humanity. Even in a fallen world, it was Mencius’s claim, so long as we are human, we would reach out to save a child, not just our own but any child, from danger and certain death.
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In a haunting sequence of three dissolves, their backs against the wall at the rear of the gate, we see the woodcutter beside the priest, who has taken the child in his arms. They seem to be waiting in silent despair for a being yet to come, like stranded characters in a Beckett play. Finally, the rain lightens, then stops altogether. The woodcutter has no more stories to tell but one important action to take. He will break his silence only to pacify the skeptical priest, who is fearful when the woodcutter reaches out for the child that he means it harm. In the last words he will speak in Rashomon, the woodcutter now tells the priest of his other role, beyond the gate and the forest, where he lives and is a father with six children. So a seventh, he says, will not be too much to bear.

He could be lying here, too. But Kurosawa’s Rashomon has given us a desire, and a hope, to believe him.
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From the mid-1940s through the middle of the 1960s, Kurosawa Akira projected onto the screen black-and-white images and geometries shot through with the heightened drama of his personal and family life, as well as the torn and scattered darkness of postwar Japan. Again and again, Kurosawa and his staff built cinematic stories lined in fear and desperation, until from out of the shadows one of his unlikely heroes breaks away. The abandoned baby in the woodcutter’s arms may well be a sign of rebirth, even of Kurosawa’s own lost brother. Just as tellingly, the child testifies to the power of Kurosawa’s will to face his broken world and to labor at rebuilding lost hope and cultural confidence.

And so Rashomon comes to an end at the gate, where Kurosawa had imagined his film at its beginning. We remember that just two figures were visible amid the rain and ruins in those earliest shots. There is a refocus, here again, on just two figures in Rashomon’s final frames. But to sharply counterpoint the driving rain that shadowed Rashomon’s opening, bright sunlight fills the close as the woodcutter, with the child in his arms, walks down the steps and away, leaving the ruins behind.
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We witness here a once weak and dispirited man no longer back against the wall. He is in motion, as if he felt a calling or heard a voice and was on a mission to save himself and this orphan. We watch him closely, seeing him gain power and momentum with his every sunlit stride through the mud. The camera is tracking backward, moving at the pace of the woodcutter, capturing a joy on his face we had not seen before. Then the tracking stops, the lens still focused on our hero, who keeps walking toward it, until his arm, cradling the child, moves toward collision with the camera—with all of us—as he continues on his way, home.
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Timeline







	HEIAN PERIOD (794–1185)


	966, 973
	Respective birthdates of Sei Shonagon (The Pillow Book, 1002) and of Murasaki Shikibu (The Tale of Genji, 1010), women at court and literary rivals (to whom Kurosawa compares himself and his childhood friend).



	1019
	Birth of Abe Sadato (warrior leader; putative Kurosawa ancestor, d. 1062).



	1120
	Konjaku Monogatari (Tales of Times Now Past). A collection of folklore and Buddhist cautionary tales, circulating orally throughout the latter Heian period; first extant literary version dates to the early twelfth century (often used by Akutagawa to frame his historical fiction, such as Rashomon).



	1180–85
	Wars between the Heike and the Genji clans. Marks the end of the Heian “golden age,” and the destruction of Kyoto (period setting for the film Rashomon; historical locus for Kurosawa’s favorite classic, The Tales of the Heike).


	 
	Yoshitsune (1159–1189). A leader of the victorious Genji. His older brother, Yoritomo, would turn on him.








	KAMAKURA PERIOD (1185–1333)


	1212
	An Account of My Hut (Kamo no Chomei, 1155–1216). Buddhist parable of a world in ruins, caused by earthquake, fire, war, and human desire.








	MUROMACHI PERIOD (1336–1573)


	1363–1443
	Zeami Motokiyo. With his father, Kan’ami, the principal creator of Noh theatre, which fused older harvest rituals, medieval acrobatics, and pantomime acts with court-based music and classical poetics; author of the Kadensho, a “manual” of Noh theatre practices, which Kurosawa read during the war; also the author of another Kurosawa favorite, Lady Han.








	AZUCHI-MOMOYAMA PERIOD (1573–1603)


	Late 1500s
	Historical locus for Seven Samurai. A period of intense upheaval, auguring the end of the feudal system and the onset of an “early modern” way of life. After the Battle of Sekigahara in 1600, Japan was forcibly united in fealty to the victorious Tokugawa Shogun. From domains on the “losing side” emerge an increasing number of ronin—masterless samurai who roam the towns and the countryside in search of sustenance and employment.








	EDO (TOKUGAWA) PERIOD (1603–1867)


	1644–1694
	Matsuo Basho. Author of The Narrow Road to the Deep North (1694) and other haiku-filled travel chronicles.



	1653–1725
	Chikamatsu Monzaemon. The great dramatist of his time, writing for joruri or “puppet theatre,” and for kabuki, which used live actors. Author of such shinju-based plays as The Love Suicides at Sonezaki (1703), and The Love Suicides at Amijima (1720).



	1670–1703
	Horibe Yasubei. An orphan who became a warrior and a legend. His mother died in childbirth; his father was a ronin who died when Yasubei was thirteen; later adopted for his martial prowess by the Ako domain. Sentenced to commit ritual suicide (seppuku) for his role in the attack to avenge his Ako lord—the plot and the punishment fueling stories and plays about “The Forty-Seven Ronin.” (Kurosawa once likened his brother to him.)



	1748
	Date of the first joruri and kabuki performances of Chushingura (The Treasury of Loyal Retainers), bringing the legend of the Forty-Seven Ronin to the stage.



	1761–1816 
	Santo Kyoden. Born in Fukagawa in eastern Edo (present-day Tokyo); son of a pawnbroker. Author of popular, often salacious stories, set in or around the pleasure quarters.



	1776–1822
	Shikitei Sanba. Another author of playful, bawdy fiction, such as Ukiyoburo (Bathhouse of the Floating World, 1809–1813).



	1840
	Kanjincho (The Subscription List); a “modern” kabuki play that gained great popularity; a featured character here is allegedly based on a Kurosawa ancestor, the border captain Togashi.



	1853
	“Black Ships” enter Japanese waters, under the command of Commodore Matthew Perry, an American naval officer (1794–1858). Augurs the end of the Tokugawa Shogunate, and of Japan’s isolation.








	MEIJI PERIOD (1868–1912)


	1868
	After a final battle with forces on the Tokugawa side, loyalists to the emperor declare an Imperial “Restoration” and the formation of a new government; “Meiji” (“enlightened rule”) is promulgated as the official reign name.



	 
	The city of Edo is officially renamed Tokyo.



	1869
	Maruzen Bookstore founded in the area between Kyobashi and Nihonbashi. It is where successive generations of “literary youth” would go to find the latest translations of (mostly) Western literature.



	1869–1882
	“Hokkaido Development Commission” (Kaitakushi). Government-backed plan to better exploit the resources of its vast northern territory.



	1875
	Sapporo Agricultural College founded (where the author Arishima Takeo—father of Mori Masayuki—studied and later taught).



	1888
	Rendezvous (Aibiki), taken from Ivan Turgenev’s (1818–1883) Sketches from a Hunter’s Album, is translated from the Russian by the novelist Futabatei Shimei (1864–1909), to great acclaim.



	1892–1893
	Crime and Punishment, by Fyodor Dostoevsky, appears in installments, in a partial translation from English. (A complete translation from Russian would later be published serially in 1914–1915.)



	1894–1895
	Sino-Japanese War, ending in Japan’s victory; Treaty of Shimonoseki cedes parts of eastern Manchuria and the island of Formosa (Taiwan) to Japan.



	1895–1896
	Serialization of Takekurabe (Childhood Years) by the great female author of the period, Higuchi Ichiyo (1872–1896).



	1898
	Birth of Mizoguchi Kenji, renowned filmmaker and near contemporary of Kurosawa (d. 1956).



	1899
	Birth of Kawabata Yasunari, first Japanese winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature, 1968 (d. 1972).



	 
	Birth of Yamano Ichiro, famous film narrator/benshi; mentor to Kurosawa’s brother (d. 1958).



	1901
	A Doll’s House, by Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906), appears in a complete Japanese translation.



	 
	Collection titled Musashino is published by Kunikida Doppo (author, 1871–1908).



	1903
	Birth of Ozu Yasujiro, renowned filmmaker, known especially for family-centered home dramas; helped Kurosawa get his first film a “pass” from the wartime censors (d. 1963).



	1903
	First Japanese translation of Leo Tolstoy’s (1828–1910) The Death of Ivan Ilyich (used by Kurosawa as a frame story for his Ikiru, 1952).



	1904–1905
	Russo-Japanese War. The Treaty of Portsmouth exacts limited concessions from the Russian side, provoking the Hibiya Riots (amid ongoing economic distress and demands for citizen participation in politics).



	1906
	Birth of Kurosawa Heigo, in Tokyo.



	1908
	Hugo Munsterberg (1863–1916) publishes his Psychology and Crime.



	1909
	Ivan Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons is published in a complete Japanese translation.



	1910
	Birth of Kurosawa Akira, in Tokyo (the youngest of the seven living siblings).



	 
	Inaugural edition of the literary and culture magazine Shirakaba.



	 
	Annexation of Korea.



	 
	Anarchists, led by Kotoku Shusui (b. 1871), arrested in the Great Treason Incident.



	 
	Birth of Uekusa Keinosuke (d. 1993), Kurosawa’s childhood friend (who later co-scripted One Wonderful Sunday and Drunken Angel with him).



	 
	The Lower Depths by Maxim Gorky (1868–1936) first appears in a complete Japanese translation.



	1911
	Birth of the actor Mori Masayuki in Sapporo, Hokkaido. His family name is Arishima Yukimitsu; eldest son of the author Arishima Takeo.



	 
	Execution of the anarchist Kotoku Shusui.



	 
	Sensational debut of Matsui Sumako (1886–1919) in the role of Nora in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House.



	 
	The Public Prosecutor by Nikolai Gogol (1809–1852) appears in a complete Japanese translation.



	 
	Zigomar, French crime film, by Victorin-Hippolyte Jasset (1862–1913).



	 
	Osanai Kaoru (1881–1928), who would become a leader of the “new theatre” movement, translates Anton Chekhov’s A Marriage Proposal into Japanese. Just after the war, Kurosawa would direct this play for the stage.









	TAISHO PERIOD (1912–1926)


	1912
	Zigomar craze in Japan; the education and interior ministries warn of the harmful effects of watching and identifying with the popular criminal in this French serial.



	1913
	Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina is published in a complete Japanese translation (from the English).



	1914
	Birth of Hayasaka Fumio (d. 1955), music composer and Kurosawa’s close friend who wrote the musical scores of his greatest films, including Rashomon.



	1915
	Akutagawa publishes the short story “Rashomon.”



	 
	Matsui Sumako appears in a production of Turgenev’s On the Eve (his novel that had been adapted into a Japanese stage play). Matsui sings a popular piece written the same year, “The Gondolier’s Song” (Gondora no uta), which Kurosawa will have his dying hero Watanabe sing, twice, in the most moving of all his films—Ikiru (1952).



	 
	Carmen by Prosper Merimee (1803–1870) appears in a complete Japanese translation. (Akutagawa makes use of it in writing his novella “Thieves,” 1917.)



	1917
	The Present and Future of Moving Pictures by Tanizaki Jun’ichiro, 1886–1965 (famous novelist, early film fan, and scenario writer).



	1917–1918
	Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov appears serially, in what would become a complete translation from the Russian by Yonekawa Masao.



	1919 
	Broken Blossoms by D. W. Griffith (1875–1948).



	 
	Publication of Arishima Takeo’s A Certain Woman.



	 
	Kurosawa begins his catalog of the silent films he saw, from this year until 1929.



	 
	Dostoevsky’s The Idiot is published in a complete translation from the Russian.



	 
	Kurosawa’s “little big sister” Momoyo dies, likely from the flu pandemic, at the age of sixteen.



	1920
	Birth of Mifune Toshiro, in Tsingtao, China. 



	1920–1924
	Das Kapital, by Karl Marx, is published in Japanese in ten volumes over four years.



	1921
	The Kid by Charlie Chaplin; features an orphan “taken in.”



	 
	First performance of Six Characters in Search of an Author by Luigi Pirandello (1867–1936). Kurosawa cites this play as an “avant-garde” influence on Rashomon.



	 
	Orphans of the Storm by D. W. Griffith, a melodrama featuring orphans “found” on the steps of Notre Dame Cathedral.



	 
	Founding of the proletarian magazine The Sower.



	 
	Tokyo premiere of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, made by the German filmmaker Robert Wiene in 1919, and narrated by the famous benshi Tokugawa Musei (1894–1971).



	 
	Osugi Sakae’s translation of the Russian prince turned anarchist Peter Kropotkin’s (1842–1921) Autobiography.



	 
	Earliest installments of Shiga Naoya’s A Dark Night’s Passing, which he would work on for sixteen years and complete in 1937.



	1922
	Publication of Akutagawa’s story “In A Grove.”



	 
	Founding of the Japanese Communist Party.



	 
	Nosferatu by F. W. Murnau.



	 
	A full translation of Mikhail Artsybashev’s Breaking Point is published in two volumes. Kurosawa Heigo will call it “the world’s greatest novel.”



	1923
	Double-suicide in July of Arishima Takeo and his lover, Hatano Akiko (he is the author and father of the actor, Mori Masayuki, who plays the samurai in Rashomon).



	 
	August: final issue of the magazine Shirakaba.



	 
	Sept. 1: The Kanto Daishinsai (The Great Earthquake of 1923); massive destruction and loss of life in Tokyo and Yokohama.



	 
	Osugi Sakae (author, anarchist, b. 1885) and his lover/partner, Ito Noe (author, feminist, b. 1895) are beaten to death in police custody.



	1924
	Founding of the avant-garde magazine MAVO.



	1925
	First radio broadcasts in Japan.



	 
	Enactment of the “Peace Preservation Law,” broadening the power of the government to monitor and control activities deemed to be subversive.



	 
	Kurosawa Heigo begins his career as a full-fledged film narrator (benshi) at the Ushigomekan in Kagurazaka.



	 
	The Battleship Potemkin by Sergei Eisenstein (Soviet filmmaker, 1898–1948).



	 
	Joyless Street by G. W. Pabst (Austrian filmmaker, 1885–1967).



	1926
	A Page of Madness, experimental silent film directed by Kinugasa Teinosuke (1896–1982).








	SHOWA PERIOD (1926–1989)


	1927
	Death (by an overdose of barbiturates) of Akutagawa; posthumous publication of his Spinning Gears and The Life of a Stupid Man.



	 
	Kurosawa graduates from Keika Middle School.



	 
	First of thirty-eight volumes in Shinchosha’s World Literature series (last volume appears in 1931).



	1928
	March 15 Incident (round-up of communists and other suspected subversives).



	 
	Nikkaten Exhibition (Kurosawa is invited to contribute his “Still Life”).



	 
	First performance of Bolero by Maurice Ravel (1875–1937)



	1929
	PCL (Photo Chemical Laboratories) founded; specializes in sound technology for film.



	 
	The Second Proletarian Artist’s Exhibition, Ueno (sponsored by the “All-Japan Federation of Proletarian Arts,” aka Nappu). Kurosawa exhibits his labor paintings.



	1930
	Morocco by Josef von Sternberg. A popular talkie in Japan; augurs the end of the silent film and the career of the benshi.



	 
	Earth by the Soviet director, Alexander Dovzhenko.



	1931
	Yoshikawa Eiji publishes Miyamoto Musashi, a modern retelling of the heroic ronin tale.



	 
	Manchurian Incident. A rigged explosion on the Manchurian Railway creates a pretext for Japan to expand its operations on mainland China.



	1932
	Founding of Toho Studios (where Kurosawa trained and where he made the majority of his films).



	1933
	Japan withdraws from the League of Nations.



	 
	Kobayashi Takiji, communist author, is murdered in prison by the police.



	 
	Mass round-up of anti-government radicals, followed by coerced “confessions” of their ideological sins



	 
	Suda Teimei (Kurosawa Heigo) commits double suicide with Nakamura Imako, using the drug karumochin, at an inn on the Izu Peninsula, on July 10.



	1934
	Emergence of organized professional baseball in Tokyo; a professional league will be established in 1936.



	1937
	China Incident (aka Marco Polo Incident). Hastens the “total war” between China and Japan.



	 
	Bungaku za is established, the modern theatre company where Mori Masayuki was a founding member.



	 
	Humanity and Paper Balloons, iconoclastic period film by Yamanaka Sadao, who was born in 1909. (Drafted into the army, Yamanaka died of dysentery in China, 1938.)



	 
	Founding of the Manchukuo Film Association (Manei), headed by the Japanese army officer Amakasu Masahiko (d. 1945).



	1940
	Declaration of the euphemistic “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.”



	 
	Signing of the Tripartite Pact between Germany, Italy, and Japan.



	1941
	December 7 (December 8 in Japan), Japanese attack the Malay Peninsula and Pearl Harbor on Oahu, Hawaii. 



	1942
	Tomita Tsuneo publishes Sugata Sanshiro (Toho purchases the rights).



	 
	Kurosawa begins shooting his first film.



	 
	Doolittle’s raids on Tokyo and the Battle of Midway (both signal the turning of military fortunes against Japan).



	1944
	The Most Beautiful, a wartime Kurosawa film featuring women (the lead role is played by Yaguchi Yoko, whom Kurosawa would marry).



	1945
	Fire-bombing of Tokyo (March through mid-August).



	 
	Atomic bombing of Hiroshima (August 6).



	 
	Atomic bombing of Nagasaki (August 9).



	 
	Emperor’s radio address (August 15).



	 
	Japanese surrender and the American occupation of Japan (September 2, 1945 through April 28, 1952).



	1946
	No Regrets for Our Youth, screenplay co-written with Hisaita Eijiro, proletarian playwright and screenwriter (1898–1976).



	 
	Tokyo Trials begin on April 29, and continue for over two and a half years, until November 12, 1948.



	1948 
	Author Dazai Osamu commits suicide along with his lover.



	1950
	Burning of the Temple of the Golden Pavilion by a deranged acolyte.



	 
	Rashomon, produced by Daiei, is shot in the summer, and released in the early autumn.



	1951
	Rashomon wins the Leone d’Oro (Golden Lion) at the Venice International Film Festival.



	1952
	Rashomon receives an honorary Academy Award.



	1953
	NHK broadcasts mark the beginning of the television age in Japan.



	1962
	Abe Kobo publishes his Suna no onna (Woman in the Dunes, English translation 1964).



	1964
	Tokyo Olympics (necessitating a final “clean-up” of the postwar devastation).



	1978
	Uekusa Keinosuke publishes his “I-novel,” It Was Dawn, But . . . : The Kurosawa Akira of My Youth.



	1982
	Kurosawa publishes his jiden, or self-chronicle (first in English, titled Something Like an Autobiography, translated by Audie Bock, Knopf).



	 
	Death of Shimura Takashi (b. 1905). He played the crucial, heroic role in Kurosawa’s three greatest films: as the woodcutter in Rashomon, as the dying bureaucrat who comes back to life in Ikiru, and as the leader of the samurai (ronin) recruited to save the farming village, in Seven Samurai.



	1984
	Iwanami publishes the Japanese version of Kurosawa’s memoir, titled Gama no abura, or, The Oily Sweat of an Anxious Toad.



	1985
	Death of Yaguchi Yoko on February 1. The former actress was Kurosawa’s wife and the mother of their two children. She was born in Shanghai in 1921.








	HEISEI PERIOD (1989–)


	1997
	Death of Mifune Toshiro on December 24, at the age of seventy-seven. 



	1998
	Death of Kurosawa Akira on September 6, at the age of of eighty-eight.
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Filmography

Here is a chronological listing of the thirty films Kurosawa directed, each one marked “BW” (black-and-white) or “color.” I also note if a given work would conventionally be classified in one of two categories: either as a “period” (history) film, or as one dealing with the “contemporary.”

Sanshiro Sugata, 1943. BW, period

The Most Beautiful, 1944. BW, contemporary

Sanshiro Sugata, Part II, 1945. BW, period

The Men Who Tread on the Tiger’s Tail, 1945. BW, period

No Regrets for Our Youth, 1946. BW, contemporary

One Wonderful Sunday, 1947. BW, contemporary

Drunken Angel, 1948. BW, contemporary

The Quiet Duel, 1949. BW, contemporary

Stray Dog, 1949. BW, contemporary

Scandal, 1950. BW, contemporary

Rashomon, 1950. BW, period

The Idiot, 1951. BW, contemporary

Ikiru, 1952. BW, contemporary

Seven Samurai, 1954. BW, period

Record of a Living Being, 1955. BW, contemporary

Throne of Blood, 1957. BW, period

The Lower Depths, 1957. BW, period

The Hidden Fortress, 1958. BW, period

The Bad Sleep Well, 1960. BW, contemporary

Yojimbo, 1961. BW, period

Sanjuro, 1962. BW, period

High and Low, 1963. BW, contemporary

Red Beard, 1965. BW, period

Dodeskaden, 1970. Color, contemporary

Dersu Uzala, 1975. Color, period

Kagemusha, 1980. Color, period

Ran, 1985. Color, period

Dreams, 1990. Color, contemporary

Rhapsody in August, 1990. Color, contemporary

Madadayo, 1993. Color, contemporary
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Further Reading

Some of us recall seeing a Kurosawa movie on a large screen in Tokyo, at an art-film theatre in Philadelphia, or at a midnight showing in a multi-use lecture hall in Ann Arbor. Fewer are the chances any of us will have to see his films that way again. From here on out, Kurosawa will likely come to us smaller, on flat screens if we’re lucky, more likely on a streaming video held in our hand. Regardless of media format, if my book moves anyone to see a Kurosawa film—especially the early black-and-white ones—for the first time, or after a long hiatus, part of its purpose will be fulfilled. To that end, we are all indebted to Criterion Classics and to its carefully produced collection of Kurosawa’s work, totaling at last count twenty-five of the thirty films he made.

Because this book is neither a film history nor a complete biography, I do not write about all of Kurosawa’s films, nor about his life from beginning to end. There already exist many fine studies that do. The Kurosawa Akira Archives (Kurosawa Akira Taikei), published in four volumes by Kodansha and edited by the recently deceased Hamano Yasuki, was simply indispensible as I set about to write. It is the source for most of the quotes attributed to Kurosawa throughout (besides those drawn from Kurosawa’s own memoir). Crucial too were movie theatre programs from the silent era in Japan, gathered comprehensively at the National Film Center in Kyobashi, also at Waseda University’s Empaku Library, with some found in the Makino Collection at Columbia.

Obviously essential to my story here is Kurosawa’s memoir, Gama no abura. Audie Bock’s translation of this work—Something Like an Autobiography—will give the English reader a rich opportunity to explore, in ways other than my own, how to move between author and director, or back and forth at the boundary of Kurosawa’s art and life. Except for my treatment of Akutagawa’s novella-length Chuto (Thieves), I use Jay Rubin’s renderings of the other Akutagawa works quoted here.

Over many years of teaching courses devoted to one or another aspect of modern Japanese literature, film, and cultural criticism, including a seminar on Kurosawa, certain readings have emerged as mainstays. What follow are books that have grounded my exploration of Kurosawa and his place in the cultural history of early twentieth century Japan, or indeed in the culture of our increasingly fractious if fatefully interconnected world.
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