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Turbulent may be the most appropriate to describe the hundred 

or so years of Japanese history. Japan during this time rapidly 

developed making it seeming impossible to capture the extreme cultural 

change during this time. 20th century Japanese film director Akira 

Kurosawa was revolutionary in bringing the Japanese culture to the 

world through cinema. Through most of his films a relative timetable 

can be constructed, matching each feature with a distinct period of 

modern Japanese history. By using entertaining characters and stories, 

and sometimes incorporating a bit of his own personal experiences, 

Kurosawa effectively demonstrates the precarious transformations in 

Japan during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This essay will 

analyze how several of his popular projects expertly communicate their 

respective time periods and present how Japanese people lived their 

lives in ways that can more easily be related with the rest of the world. 

This proved effective toward western audiences due to Kurosawa's 

occasional use of European and American themes to better relate his 

stories. Using the arguments other film industry scholars have 

presented, the movies themselves, and Akira Kurosawa's own 

autobiography, it is apparent that he indirectly incorporated within his 

films his own perceptions of each respective period in Japanese history 
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Each films' retention of these views are often subtle or background 

occurrences which portray the respective times' changes without 

disturbing or distracting from the entertainment of the stories 

themselves. 

Before examining his films, it is imperative to understand why 

historians believe this is the case. Author and film critic Joan Mellen 

studied most of Japan's famous directors and claims Kurosawa "often 

affirms Japanese values as he revolts against them. He is not an 

opponent of tradition per se, but is rather concerned to distinguish the 

cultural and moral values of Japanese history and identity from the 

social institutions that deform them."' In other words, Kurosawa places 

his own impressions within his work to tactfully criticize specific social 

institutions throughout history that he felt misguided Japanese cultural 

integrity and values. Like many directors before and after him, 

Kurosawa expresses part of himself through his projects. In an 

interview with Mellen, Kurosawa admitted that "I always have many 

issues about which I am angry, including capitalism. Although I don't 

intend explicitly to put my feelings and principles into the films, these 

angers slowly seep through. They naturally penetrate my filmmaking," 

confirming that he sometimes unintentionally inserted material within 

his films based on personal impressions.2 However, this does not 

discredit his films' authenticity or overall historical accuracy within the 

general settings. His general purpose in directing remained creating an 

artfully entertaining plot within realistic and relatable backgrounds 

within Japan's historical timeline. 

1 Mellen, Voices from the Japanese Cinema, (New York: Liveright, 1975): 41. 
2 Ibid, 44. 
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Mastering pioneering the film genrejidai-geki, Kurosawa's 

most famous works pertain to the Samurai and helped shape an entire 

genre of motion pictures regarding their lives and culture in feudal 

Japan. Several of his films reflects Japanese feudal society, pointing out 

intrigues, hierarchies, and dangers of the time. Pieces such as Hidden 

Fortress , Sanjuro, and Seven Samurai display these aspects to some 

degree, and embodies some ofKurosawa's interpretations of their 

effects. He uses the imagery of danger within those periods throughout 

all three of these films, using it as a tool for excitement and 

entertainment, yet also illustrates the chaos and struggles of society 

during such an insecure time. Other conditions of feudal Japan, such as 

the complex hierarchies, are expressed in differing fashions with each 

story pointing out specific areas regarding the idea. This can be found 

in Hidden Fortress' relationships between the lordships and the vassal 

warrior class of the samurai. The main character, Makabe Rokurota's 

relationship to the princess of his clan is a hierarchy based on concepts 

of honor and duty, as well as obedience even at the cost of his life. 

Here Kurosawa emphasizes the extent of how stratified Japanese feudal 

society was with the idea of following hierarchal order was more 

important than safety or personal feelings to most people at that time. 

Kurosawa' s representations of Japan' s past and how he 

interpreted them were not necessarily uninformed opinions of past 

cultures. Stephen Prince, a scholar ofKurosawa's more contemporary 

works states that "Kurosawa's period films announce a series of 

investigations into the meaning of the past, its structure and texture, and 

its relevance to the modern era. The past is very much alive for 
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Kurosawa."3 His films regarding the samurai era uses investigated 

context to provide a relatively realistic depiction of the period and is 

confirmed by his accurate use of costume and character demeanors. For 

example, when displaying characters from lower social classes, they are 

shown exactly as described by Japanese historians, such as James 

McClain who compared them to Samurai stating that they "got their 

protein from tofu instead of fish, drank plain water with their meals, 

and could afford only the cheapest cottons, often acquired from dealers 

in secondhand clothing."4Kurosawa's fascination with the samurai age 

is evident in his autobiography, with several childhood examples such 

as "getting better at kendo and becoming sub-captain in my third term 

of fifth grade at primary school. "5 This illustrates his attraction to that 

era which explains why he directed more films from that time period 

than any other. Personal experiences of emotions he felt when reliving 

similar circumstances in his youth may have served as inspiration to 

certain scenes or ideas in his Samurai films. 

Few ofKurosawa's films cover the Meiji Era in detail which 

connects Feudal Japan from Modem Japan despite its importance as a 

transitional time in Japan. This was due to the heavy censorship laws 

during the American occupation of the country after World War II 

towards creating films or other cultural products that resembled the 

period ofMeiji rule and Japan as a militaristic empire.6 The ban sought 

to ensure that no military uprising would be influenced from media 

sources during a politically unstable period. Unfortunately, those 

censorship laws occurred during one ofKurosawa's artistic peaks. This 

3 Prince, The Warrior's Camera: The Cinema of Akira Kurosawa, 202 
4 McClain, Japan, a Modern History, (New York, NY: W.W. Norton&, 2002): 69. 
5 Kurosawa, Something like an Autobiography, (New York: Vintage, 1982): 28. 
6 McClain, Japan, a Modern History, 292, 297-302 
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very likely influenced his ability to create Meiji movies after the war, 

though he did manage to create Sanshiro Sugata. During its release the 

movie was well accepted by the general Japanese populace. 

Kurosawa's believed this was because people "were starved for 

entertainment during the war."7 In other words, he believed that any 

form of cinema would have been enjoyed given the circumstances, and 

he felt it was good time to get his early experience as a director. 

Kurosawa often regarded his early works relatively modestly in his 

autobiography, but even his earliest work contains the subtle 

projections of societal changes. Some examples in Sanshiro Sugata 

include displays of opposing clothing in characters, the traditional 

jujitsu school students, and teachers wearing classical kimono apparel 

while most of the average populace or significant characters wore early 

201h century western-styled jackets and hats. Relatively new 

technological advancements of Japan were shown during the end scene 

showing a locomotive carrying Sanshiro to Yokohama. Examples such 

as these were understated in the story itself, but they depict the 

industrializing of society. 

Though not necessarily taking place during the Meij i 

Restoration of Japan, the movie Yojimbo certainly occurred close to it 

at the end of the Edo period. It emphasized the transitional timeframe 

of public mentality from Samurai and class domination to technological 

superiority and the masses being the new driving powers. Yojimbo 

embodies "critical moments of transition in Japanese history when 

decaying values have lost their universal acceptance and new modes 

have neither clearly emerged nor fully displaced the old."8 This 

7 Kurosawa, Something like an Autobiography, 130 
8 Mellen, Voices from the Japanese Cinema, 39 

74 

illustrates that times of coexisten 

and Kurosawa's perception ofth 

with the introduction of industriz 

example of this is the scene in Y< 

local crime lord and the only om 

gun to demonstrate its power anc 

the end, just having this technolc 

the most dangerous foes for Tosl 

who had been unmatched in marl 

feelings of power with Japanese . 

also may be here where Kurosav. 

developments in Japanese culture 

with technology and industrializ~ 

adopting changes more rapidly tl 

Kurosawa' s real life situ: 

creation of Yojimbo. Living throt 

within Japan during the Post-war 

everyday life in the cities during 

interview Kurosawa explained hi 

saying: "I was so fed up with the 

attack their evil and irrationality, 

brought in the super-samurai pla) 

outsider, a kind of outlaw, which 

sometimes recklessly."9 Using a J 

towards Y akuza who, at the time, 

that sometimes Kurosawa could I 

9 Mellen, Voices from the Japanese Cine 



te Meiji movies after the war, 

? Sugata. During its release the 

Japanese populace. 

1eople "were starved for 

· words, he believed that any 

!d given the circumstances, and 

experience as a director. 

~s relatively modestly in his 

~k contains the subtle 

xamples in Sanshiro Sugata 

1 characters, the traditional 

aring classical kimono apparel 

;ignificant characters wore early 

hats. Relatively new 

'ere shown during the end scene 

o to Yokohama. Examples such 

self, but they depict the 

place during the Meiji 

10 certainly occurred close to it 

ized the transitional timeframe 

:lass domination to technological 

:w driving powers. Yojimbo 

min Japanese history when 

al acceptance and new modes 

displaced the old."8 This 

130 

illustrates that times of coexistence between feudal and modem ideas 

and Kurosawa's perception of this period connected by violent change 

with the introduction of industrialization and foreign trade. The best 

example of this is the scene in Yojimbo when Unosuke, the brother of a 

local crime lord and the only one with a firearm in town, first uses his 

gun to demonstrate its power and accuracy. Despite being defeated in 

the end, just having this technological advancement made him one of 

the most dangerous foes for Toshiro Mifune's ronin main character, 

who had been unmatched in martial skill. This illustrates the new 

feelings of power with Japanese advancement in technologies, yet it 

also may be here where Kurosawa inserts softly some opinion of those 

developments in Japanese culture reflecting abuse and overconfidence 

with technology and industrialization, especially within a country 

adopting changes more rapidly than any other. 

Kurosawa's real life situations also greatly influenced his 

creation of Yojimbo. Living through the prime time ofYakuza activity 

within Japan during the Post-war period criminal activities were part of 

everyday life in the cities during Kurosawa's young life. In an 

interview Kurosawa explained his original idea in making Yojimbo 

saying: "I was so fed up with the world of the Yakuza. So in order to 

attack their evil and irrationality, and thoroughly mess them up, I 

brought in the super-samurai played by Mifune. He was himself an 

outsider, a kind of outlaw, which enabled him to act flexibly, if 

sometimes recklessly."9 Using a film as an open statement of mockery 

towards Yakuza who, at the time, were a major problem in Japan shows 

that sometimes Kurosawa could be more compelled than usual to 

9 Mellen, Voices from the Japanese Cinema, 57 
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incorporate or be inspired by personal experience or events to such an 

extent. This also proves him as a reliable primary source for having 

lived in Tokyo during the peak period ofYakuza power in the early 

20th century. 

One of the harshest, yet most reforming and hopeful period in 

Japanese history that Kurosawa portrayed in his work was the Post-War 

period. After World War II, the Japanese people suffered immensely 

because of wartime destruction as well as economic and political 

hardships caused by the power vacuum after the collapse of the 

Japanese Empire. Having personally lived through and witnessed the 

struggles of those around him during this time, Kurosawa made several 

films to illustrate those troubled times and express the solidarity of the 

Japanese population in rebuilding and changing into an entirely new 

society. His works that best reflect this would be Drunken Angel and 

Stray Dog, both being incredibly detailed representations of everyday 

life for a Japanese citizen right after the war, both physically and 

psychologically. Drunken Angel depicts the immediate post-war urban 

environment as Kurosawa would have seen it, with damaged or 

completely destroyed building, criminal activity, and tainted resources 

such as unsafe water sources. This made survival difficult and 

represents feelings of despair. Here he also expressed the wretchedness 

of the Yakuza, similar to what he did in Yojimbo, yet illustrating the 

organization as more pitiful and counter-productive. 

Kurosawa created several films taking place in the "modem 

era" of his lifetime, one of the most renown being Ikiru. Taking· place 

in the mid 1950's and set in Tokyo, it follows the life of an elderly 

minor bureaucrat's final months of life. Ikiru deals with the quest for 

meaning and purpose in life by the bureaucrat Kanji Watanabe, who 
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discovers he has aggressive stomach cancer and will only live a few 

more months. Realizing he was merely a drone in the local government 

system with no excitement in life he strives to make his remaining life 

meaningful. This piece was inspired by the Russian writer Leo Tolstoy 

and his short story "The Death oflvan llyich." Kurosawa's Japanese 

version focuses on problems in the developing post-war Japanese 

government alongside the story of the main character. The corruption, 

disorganization, and lack of sympathy toward the problems of citizens 

are evident throughout the film. 

Watanabe's path in Ikiru was one of revelation and changing of 

perspective to see the folly of his previously indifferent and 

unmotivated performance at his career. Despite his efforts and personal 

success in working the local government's system to create a needed 

public park, his desire to influence other bureaucrats to follow in his 

footsteps after his death fall short. The public office workers go back to 

their routine, giving citizens the "run around," failing to make 

substantive change, and practicing corruption. Kurosawa illustrates that 

at the time he made the film these problems in Japan's bureaucracy 

needed to be realized by the public and even the public servants to 

better the current political situations in society. This was appropriate 

timing in the early 1950's because the current Japanese government 

and the long standing prime minister Yoshida Shigeru, had their 

"popularity skidded to new lows in 1953 and 1954."10 

According to some researcher's and critics who interviewed 

Kurosawa about his later films claimed he "personally most fond of 

Ikiru."11 This is likely because it included the most relatable and 

10 McClain, Japan, a Modern History, 565 
11 Mellen, Voices from the Japanese Cinema, 38 
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coinciding scenarios to Kurosawa's adult life that he could develop 

with the most details. It is argued that the film; "represents the maturing 

ofKurosawa's ethical vision," 12 meaning that Ikiru magnified the 

extent ofKurosawa's personal principle and cultural inputs into his 

projects. Through his careful character development of Watanabe's 

personality and how he reacted to certain people in the story, Kurosawa 

controlled the levels of empathy in the audience and was able to insert 

lessons and messages he wanted more effectively. The shifting points 

of view from other characters' positions after Watanabe's death in the 

second half ofthe film also granted more relatable vantage points to the 

audience to possibly enhance comprehension and enlightenment from 

the situations each new view presented. 

In some cases, Kurosawa's films like Ikiru also include 

exceptions to the insertion of personal ideas by Kurosawa. There were 

instances when Kurosawa's personal life and experiences do not reflect 

many aspects of his films. He had slashed his wrists in 1971, which 

such physical self-destruction was never contemplated by any of his 

characters, including Watanabe in Ikiru who refused suicide as a 

solution reasoning that he had not yet found the meaning of his life. 

Some Japanese Cinema scholars claim; "In a culture that emphasizes 

giri, or obligation, and ties of joint responsibility linking members of a 

group, Kurosawa has repeatedly broken with tradition to challenge the 

social determinants structuring the individual. Yet, during his most 

painful travail, he sought a solution he had never permitted his 

heroes." 13 This contradiction in practice between his films and his life 

was likely due to the tribulations encompassing his later career; people 

12 Prince, The Warrior's Camera: The Cinema of Akira Kurosawa, 99-100 
13 Prince, The Warrior's Camera: The Cinema of Akira Kurosawa, 3 
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often change as their life's situations change. After he created Red 

Beard in 1965, his work became stagnant creating only five more films 

compared to having created one or two films a year in the first two 

decades of his career. Like in many other countries, the large scale 

introduction of television changed the cinematic world forever and 

often did not accommodate directors like Kurosawa . 

Overall, despite examples of contrasts between his invented 

characters and himself, Kurosawa often strongly included his personal 

perceptions of Japanese history in his films. The evolution of his 

filmmaking also developed his influential boldness within his stories. 

His later films starting with Jkiru marked a transformation in 

Kurosawa's initially subtle insertion of a few personal experiences, 

such as boyhood fantasies of the samurai world, into more cultural and 

political stands that pictured his adult world and the troubles within it. 

Despite most of his works being fiction or based off other stories, the 

characters and settings Akira Kurosawa created to depict Japanese 

periods are effective at making complicated times more 

comprehensible and relatable to the Western viewer. His illustrations of 

historical situations can inspire greater appreciation for Japanese 

culture, especially in Japanese cinema. Whether a fan or a critic, 

Kurosawa's role as an influential and historically relevant director and 

film writer is undeniable in Japanese cinematic history and invaluable 

as a cultural teaching resource. 
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