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Akira Kurosawa on location during filming of Seven Samurai
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For Donald Richie, of course.
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‘SEVEN SAMURAI’

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Seven Samurai is ‘the best Japanese film ever made’, Donald Richie wrote in 1965. His judgment of Akira Kurosawa’s 1954 masterpiece remains as valid today. The discomfort of the generation of Japanese film-makers which followed Kurosawa’s, particularly that of Masahiro Shinoda and Nagisa Oshima, promoted Kurosawa’s temporary fall from critical favour. All that has now changed. Formalist critic Noël Burch has been proven prescient in his description of Kurosawa as ‘the one true master which the post-war Japanese cinema has known’. No single film-maker in the intervening years has earned comparison.

One might go further. Even Ozu and Mizoguchi, the great directors who were Kurosawa’s contemporaries, but who came of age in the Japanese cinema of the 1920s and 30s, fall short of Kurosawa’s stylistic range and the breadth of ideas in his films. Kurosawa stands as a transcendent artist who, for Japanese cinema, is the measure against which all others must now be compared. Seven Samurai is his finest film, the apotheosis of his style and the most complete, subtle and powerful expression of his world-view. Repeated screenings only confirm its original impact.

Great works of art in the epic mode command a high place in the history of civilisation: those who risk this form have been few. Cinema, the newest art, with its unselfconscious capacity to traverse wide vistas and space, has, however, inspired artists – the Soviet directors of the 1920s foremost among them – to chronicle the historic fate of entire societies, cultures and communities. At their best, as with Seven Samurai, they locate themselves at moments of historical transition.

An old culture – an entire epoch – approaches its inexorable demise. A nascent social order struggles to be born. As the story unfolds, we witness a tumultuous emergence. The values of the old era, and those of its embryonic successor, are observed and weighed. The strength and vitality of the new are juxtaposed to the decline of the old, even as what is being lost is evoked. As the past retreats, the narrative prepares us for a future rendered newly accessible to our understanding.

Sergei Eisenstein’s The Battleship Potemkin (1925) is one of those films, and the single strongest influence on Kurosawa as he made Seven Samurai was Eisenstein. Seven Samurai embodies Eisenstein’s classic formulation of montage, the collision of shots which reveals a third, synthesising meaning. Simultaneously in Seven Samurai, Kurosawa accomplishes for his society what Eisenstein achieved for his own. Kurosawa, for his part, evokes the cultural upheaval which followed the fall of Japanese militarism in the sixteenth century, no less than that of the moment in which he made the film, the aftermath of the American Occupation. Despite the apparent liberating environment accompanying both these moments of social change, there was a dramatic attendant diminution of the national identity.

Some have thought that Kurosawa was a Westernised (hence less authentic) Japanese director because American Westerns, at their best, reveal values emerging from that transitional moment, the conquest of the West. Howard Hawks’s Red River (1947) and John Ford’s The Searchers (1956) and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962), as well as Robert Altman’s McCabe and Mrs Miller (1971), share with Seven Samurai the epic impulse. Kurosawa acknowledged early the seminal influence on his work of John Ford, although his films are more parallel to Ford’s than they are directly a result of Ford’s style and outlook. If Kurosawa has acknowledged, with grace, the influence of both Ford and Hawks, Seven Samurai, at its core, has little in common with the American Western.

The plot of Seven Samurai is deceptively simple. A village of farmers has suffered the annual encroachment of a group of forty ruthless bandits, who steal the harvest, kidnap the women and wreak general havoc. In desperation, under the guidance of the ancient village elder, the desperate farmers decide, improbably, to hire samurai to save their village. There had never before been a Japanese film in which peasants hired samurai, or an evocation of the social upheaval which made credible such an idea.

More accurately, the farmers seek disenfranchised samurai, or ronin, those warriors set adrift into the society. Without a master to serve, they are themselves starving and without occupation. Six ronin, and one would-bewarrior, aided by the farmers, whomthey train, save the village by killing all the bandits.

There is a leader, Kambei (Takashi Shimura), who expresses the height of samurai integrity and patriarchal selflessness. His counterpart is Gorobei (Yoshio Inaba), a man like himself and an intellectual. Kambei’s loyal ‘sidekick’, Shichiroji (Daisuke Kato), joins the group.

Among the six is a samurai, Heihachi (Minoru Chiaki), who expresses the capacity for open-hearted generosity with which, at its very best, Kurosawa associates this class. There is a master of the sword, Kyuzo (Seiji Miyaguchi), who personifies traditional samurai skills. Finally, there is the youth, Katsushiro (Ko Kimura), who comes of age in his ardent pursuit of a consuming desire to become Kambei’s disciple at the very moment when Kambei has become disillusioned and weary of a life of endless combat. He can ill afford an apprentice.

Kambei embodies samurai modesty, expressed not in words but in gesture. He rubs his shaved head throughout the film at moments when praise would embarrass. ‘You’re overestimating me,’ he tells Katsushiro. ‘Listen. I’m not a man with any special skill.’ If he has fought in many epic wars, these have been ‘losing battles – all of them’. Self-effacement is a redeeming and vanishing trait, evocative of samurai integrity for Kurosawa. Kambei expresses it in full measure.

Each character is distinctly complex and individual while exemplifying a facet of samurai virtue. Kikuchiyo is the character who stands at the emotional heart of the film. His peasant origins and rebellious transformation into an iconoclastic warrior express the epic moment of social transition at the heart of Seven Samurai. Kikuchiyo is played by Kurosawa’s signature actor, Toshiro Mifune. He is accepted as a samurai out of the passion, energy and the intensity of his desire which transcends the social impediment of his class. That the bandits who prey on the peasants are themselves ronin contributes to the dramatic irony which suffuses this film and highlights the theme that overwhelming change presses people into roles they would not otherwise assume.
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‘You’re overestimating me,’ Kambei tells Katsushiro



Kurosawa’s abiding admiration for the dedication of the samurai class at its most authentic permits them to become heroic not merely in battle. It reflects, too, his respect for his father, ‘a strict man of military background’, as he would write later in his Autobiography. The family traced its ancestry to a famous Genji warrior, and as a child Kurosawa’s father still wore the topknot, the emblem of the samurai class. As a teacher at a gymnasium, the senior Kurosawa was a man with ‘a single-minded devotion to discipline’.

He was a strict father who would rap his younger son’s knuckles with the heavy ends of his own chop sticks if Akira happened to hold his chop sticks without grace. Kurosawa’s mother, who was from a merchant family, was upbraided if she served fish pointed in an incorrect direction. Her driven husband went so far as to accuse her of wanting him to kill himself since she invariably placed the fish in the manner appropriate to those about to commit ritual suicide. As a boy, Kurosawa absorbed his father’s stern ethos and took kendo fencing lessons, a choice which pleased his elder.

Paradoxically, Kurosawa’s father was also a man of his time, one who loved the movies, which he said had ‘an educational value’. He combined the liberal enlightenment of the samurai class with its rigour and self-discipline. Despite the family’s strained circumstances, he did not object to young Akira’s ambition to be a painter. That Kurosawa’s brother was a benshi, a narrator for silent films, allowed Kurosawa to merge his interest in painting, in literature and in music into one artistic form.

Seven Samurai is a classic epic transcending even the limitations of that genre. On the surface an action drama of men in conflict, it rises to the level of tragedy. The heroism and the debilitating flaws of a class are dramatised through the emotions of seven individuals. The apotheosis of its conclusion, as in all tragic works, comes complete with a final, cleansing catharsis.

Yet, transcending narrow definitions of genre, Seven Samurai is so replete with satiric scenes, verbal jokes, wit, irony and broad humour as to qualify as a great work of comic art. Frequently, the humour is conveyed solely in visual terms. After tripping through a meadow of wild flowers while the other samurai are hard at work, Katsushiro, ignoring his temporary youthful self-indulgence, spies a young peasant. Katsushiro demands to know why he isn’t drilling. To underline the point to the seemingly reluctant youth, he gestures, pontificating with the bunch of wild flowers he had
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