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Kurosawa’s samurai films: Seven Samurai (1954), The Hidden Fortress (1958), 

Yojimbo (1961), Sanjuro (1962),  

and 

Red Beard (1965) 

 

                     
 

Kurosawa was a victim of post-World War II resentment on the one hand and post-Hiroshima 

guilt on the other. For years the west accepted the Japanese judgement, that he was influenced 

too much by John Ford, as though that were a bad thing, and accepted Ozu and Mizoguchi as 

the masters of an authentic Japanese cinematic vision. When he in turn influenced John 

Sturges, Sergio Leone, and (of all people) George Lucas, the snobbish negative assessment 

was only reinforced. However, now that both he and Toshiro Mifune, his John Wayne-super-

double-plus, are long dead, the idea needs reversing. Great as Ozu and Mizoguchi are, they 

can’t hold a candle to him for variety, humour, breadth of vision, and technical virtuosity. 

Akira Kurosawa was the most fantastic, universal film director of all time. 

 One episode in Red Beard concerns a twelve-year-old girl, rescued from a brothel by the 

doctors who are the film’s two heroes. She has refused to allow herself to be used in the 

brothel, and has been beaten by the rest of the women there: she knows only hatred, contempt, 

and violent coercion. When placed in the hospital, she won’t speak, and washes the floor over 

and over again when stressed. Kurosawa often lights her with a small light on the upper part 

of her face, putting the lower part in shadow and causing her eyes to glow with what appears 

incipient insanity. 

 

 
 

 At first she refuses all medicine, dashing the spoonful to the ground repeatedly. Mifune 

(the older doctor) administers it to her with gruff patience, and finally she responds to his 

miming and grunts by taking it. The following morning she asks the younger doctor why 

Mifune didn’t hit her. He explains, and tries giving her some gruel; but she dashes the bowl to 
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the ground and breaks it. She suspects everyone who tries to help her, and has to test them 

individually: she can’t believe that some people are kind. 

 A starving urchin breaks in through an upper window and tries to steal some gruel. She 

sees him, but lets him get away. The intended bride of the young doctor gives her a cast-off 

kimono; but she rips it up. The nurses, rough diamonds, are angry with her, but one of them 

sees the girl’s problem: though not in love with the young doctor, she’s jealous of anyone 

who takes his attention away from her. This nurse and the young doctor overhear a 

conversation she has with the urchin, in which she tells him he shouldn’t steal, and refuses a 

couple of lollipops he’s stolen to give to her. Kurosawa shoots the scene through and over a 

forest of newly-washed carpets hung up to dry. At this evidence that the abused girl has 

acquired empathy and a moral sense, both nurse and doctor burst into tears as the carpets 

flutter about them. 

 The thing avoids sentimentality by the detailed depiction of the girl’s background 

suffering in the brothel (we only hear her being beaten, but it suffices), and by the long takes 

the director gives us as we watch her gradual and agonising development from a cowed brute 

into a person. The younger doctor becomes ill – overdosing, claims Mifune, on reality. The 

girl nurses him, falling asleep over him while trying to read one of his notebooks. The angle 

at which it’s shot makes us feel that we’re under the quilt with him. When she wakes up, 

she’s very embarrassed, but he’s secretly delighted at the capacity for trust that she’s attained. 

The acting, especially the children’s acting, is amazing. 

 Now neither Ozu nor Mizoguchi would venture into this kind of territory; but Kurosawa 

does, and combines it seamlessly with a karate sequence in which Mifune beats up a dozen or 

so pimps and thugs who try and stop him from taking the girl from the brothel. As a doctor, 

we can see, he knows all the vulnerable points in arms, legs, and jaws. Kurosawa does not 

hesitate to lay on horrible sound-effects of limbs breaking. Afterwards, Mifune grunts, “I may 

have gone too far”, and, taking the other side of a dislocated jaw, punches it back into place. 

  

 
 

 This facility for destroying humans complements the facility the doctor has elsewhere in 

the film for healing them, which is not a quality he shares with the character Mifune plays in 

The Hidden Fortress. The doctor in Red Beard is so rough and impenetrably stoic that when, 

at the end, the younger doctor turns down the job of Doctor to the Shogun, and expresses his 

intention of staying at Mifune’s under-funded hospital and working for the poor, Mifune just 

says he’s a fool. You can’t even tell that Mifune’s secretly pleased. Mifune is a man who 

disdains surfaces – a very unJapanese thing to do. At one point in Red Beard, he even blows 

his nose in public. 

 You are more at liberty to assume that his character is pleased when, at the end of Hidden 

Fortess, he’s succeeded in his mission, and Placed the Princess Back on Her Throne. Doing 

good to poor people is one thing – restoring Rightful Might to its place, quite another. Your 

pride at doing the first, which doesn’t carry much social weight, has to be disguised by ill-

manners; your pride at doing the second can be expressed more openly: 
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 Kurosawa has by this time filmed so much violence that he’s able to depict it as comic. 

Thus, when two of the bad guys gallop away from Mifune, and Mifune, with lightning speed, 

pursues them on a horse whose rider he’s just killed, not only does Kurosawa film him with 

almost overlapping pans from left to right, as though he’s all Seven Samurai in one, but the 

momentum Mifune’s horse achieves is so great that, having killed both riders, it charges by 

accident straight into the bad guys’ camp. In the camp, Mifune’s challenged by the general in 

charge to a duel with spears; the fight takes them into a small area sealed-off with cloth 

fencing, and their speed is such that they often find themselves invisible to one another, on 

different sides of the fence. They spend as much energy tearing the fences apart to get a look 

at one another as they do trying to kill one another. 

 The film’s comedy derives elsewhere from Kurosawa’s decision – borrowed by George 

Lucas for Star Wars – to tell the tale from the point of view of two dumb and materially-

motivated farmers, who have as precedents not just Laurel and Hardy, but Didi and Gogo 

from Waiting for Godot (its first Japanese production was in 1960, but it had been translated 

in 1953). They are also descended from one of the two deluded husbands from Ugetsu 

Monogatari: they sold their farms to pay for their military careers, and now their side’s been 

defeated, so they’re homeward bound having lost everything and with nothing to look 

forward to. They’re much sadder than their successors, CP3O and R2D2: 

 

 
 

    Stan and Ollie     Didi and Gogo         Tahei and Matakishi              Two droids 

 

 Droids, after all, can be switched off or even incinerated, and aren’t programmed to 

complain. Though stupid and greedy – what else has medieval Japan got to offer them apart 

from the hope of material security? – the farmers make good foils to both Mifune and his 

uncompromising  Princess: 
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                The eyebrows are from Kabuki 

 

 She’s so shrill and regally bombastic in the way she speaks (her father was disappointed 

not to have a son, so brought her up as one) that the only way to disguise her as they smuggle 

her through enemy territory is to pretend she’s a mute. When the farmers see her at first, her 

youthful figure inspires only one thought, but their approach is so cowardly that she has no 

difficulty in discouraging them: 

 

 
 

 She and Mifune, the general whose self-imposed job it is to save her, are the film’s 

equivalents of Pozzo and Lucky – although who dominates whom is as hard a question as it is 

in Godot. 

 In both films we see Mifune as an authority figure, recognised as such by all. In Red 

Beard, even rich patients listen to him with respect. In each film, he has a purpose in life. In 

the two intervening samurai films, Yojimbo and Sanjuro, he’s an outsider, an outcast, a ronin, 

a samurai with no social base – a kind of armed medieval Beckettian figure, with no 

destination, no ideals, and no hope. What he can do, however, is what Gogo and Didi can’t do 

– cope with any situation. 

 The opening of Sanjuro establishes the type. We see nine young men, all idealistic, all 

with shaven heads, all exactly the same height, all naïve. They move together – surge 

forwards and backwards together – nod together – bow together. They have been received by 

the uncle of one of them, who has warned them against the villainy of the Chamberlain. They 

are determined to frustrate his knavish tricks, and to let right triumph. Suddenly they’re 

interrupted by a noise from another room, and Mifune enters, yawning. He’s older than them, 

dirty, unshaven, and, from the way he taps himself on the back with his sheathed samurai 

sword, and the way he scratches himself, tired and lousy. He’s been listening to them, and can 

tell they’ve been fooled: another man, the well-set-up Kikui, is the bad guy, he intuits, and the 

ugly Chamberlain is the good guy. 

 The shrine where they’re hiding is surrounded by the men of Kikui (Kikui is played by 

Tatsuya Nakadai, who will take over as Kurosawa’s leading man in Kagemusha and Ran, 

when Mifune quits). It’s clear that he’s out to kill them all. Mifune faces the intruders alone, 
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and, fighting only with his sheathed sword, forces them to withdraw from the area. They can 

see he’s not one of the men they’re after anyway, and don’t know that the men they are after 

are hiding in the shrine under the floor – where Mifune’s put them. 

 The young men emerge from beneath the boards as the bad guys disperse. Kurosawa 

shows their heads popping up one after the other to comical music, with identical expressions. 

They kneel before Mifune in awe. But, he says, all he wants is money – he’s neither eaten nor 

had any saké for days. The young men’s disbelief and disappointment is palpable (later, one 

of them says, “A true samurai would rather starve than beg!”): but their leader (Yuzo 

Kayama, the young doctor in Red Beard) gravely takes all the money he has and hands it to 

Mifune. Mifune just takes enough for his needs, and hands the rest back. 

 Willy-nilly, he is drawn into their plot. He has special difficulty dealing with two court 

ladies they rescue, who insist on good manners at all times, thank him elaborately when they 

have to use him as a ladder, and are anxious that no more men will be killed than is necessary 

(“A good sword should never leave its scabbard”, purrs the older of the two). 

 

 
 

 Kurosawa always shoots Mifune so that he spoils an otherwise symmetrical pattern: when 

others stand, he sits; when others sit, he kneels. Often he lies down. Often, when others talk, 

he yawns. For much of the time, he sleeps. The young idealists don’t know what to make of 

him, whether to trust him or not. “He’s a monster!” says one, whose ugly face he’s insulted. 

 

 
 

 Their mistrust leads to near-disaster, when they misread one of his tricks and almost get 

themselves killed. Moreover, it emerges at the end that the Chamberlain has had the plot 
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under surveillance from the outset, and that as a result of their interference one bad guy has 

had to commit seppuku and the rest have had to be exiled. In their idealism, they’ve messed 

everything up. Mifune leaves them in disgust (although the Chamberlain is glad to see him 

go: such an unconventional man would never fit in). Social cohesion triumphs, and Mifune 

can be no part of it. 

 A last display of his uniqueness is called for: Kikui, whom he’s tricked with more than 

usual ruthlessness, insists on a showdown, as the nine young men look on. After a pause 

which lasts forever, he reaches for his sword; but Mifune has drawn his own, and cut the heart 

out of the bad guy’s chest, before the bad guy can get his sword out of the scabbard. A 

fountain of blood gushes into the air as Mifune does so: 

 

 
 

 “The lady was right,” he grunts. “A good sword never leaves its scabbard.” 

 Sanjuro carries the Zen implication that all action, and all endeavour, is futile. Yet 

Kurosawa had recently made The Hidden Fortress, and was to make Red Beard, both films 

which assert the contrary even while adhering to some of the same values. 

 Yojimbo, the samurai film previous to Sanjuro, is different, even though Sanjuro is often 

described as its sequel. Here Mifune, a ronin again, arrives in town, scratching himself. He 

got there by throwing a stick in the air at a cross-roads and going the way it pointed. He’s 

even dirtier than he will be in Sanjuro. He knows that the place is falling apart with gambling, 

corruption and riot. No conspiracies or idealist revolutionary groups here – just street gangs. 

“The smell of blood always attracts the mad dog!” snarls the farmer at whose place he stops 

for water; and sure enough, as he enters the main street a dog passes with a human hand in its 

mouth. He hears from the innkeeper (if that’s the title for a man who sells rice and saké from 

a single, filthy room) that the town is in a bad way – he’s already met one of the gangs on the 

street – and decides to stay. “I get paid for killing,” he says. “It’d be better if all these men 

were dead”. The innkeeper is played by the wizened Eijirô Tono, memorable as the 

unfortunate kidnapper in Seven Samurai, as Admiral Nagumo in Tora! Tora! Tora! and as 

lost, drunken men in numerous Ozu films. 

 In the restaurant yard, loud hammering reveals that the cooper is making coffins – as 

happens in the yard of the barber-shop in High Noon. It’s not just for the ronin that there’s 

profit in death. 
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 Mifune finds treachery on both sides, and so sells his services to both sides (Yojimbo 

inspired A Fistful of Dollars). The town slides more rapidly still into anarchy and self-

destruction as a result of his being in it; saké-stores are destroyed, and silk-warehouses go up 

in smoke. Unlike his equivalent in Sanjuro, this ronin takes delight in all the mayhem. It’s as 

if he’s younger than he is in the next film, with more energy and relish. He rarely falls asleep. 

In Sanjuro the character stands apart – here he’s involved, even saving the lives of a family, 

and giving them the money to get out of town. 

 Yojimbo is much darker and more violent than its successor. Much of its action occurs at 

night, and most of the daytime scenes are so filmed that they might as well be at night. It also 

has a bad guy (Tatsuya Nakadai again) with a Colt .45, for this is no longer the middle ages, 

but the nineteenth century, and the first things you import from foreigners are their new ways 

of killing: 

 

 

 
 

See Kurosawa’s genius at grouping 

 

 It looks for a time as if technology will win. Mifune is accused of smuggling the family 

out of town, and, with the aid of the .45, is deprived of his samurai sword, imprisoned, and so 

badly beaten up that he’s unrecognisable. The pistol likewise helps one clan to dispose of the 

head and heir of the other clan, as they stumble from their burning home. 

 But the bad guys’ big disadvantage is that they’re thick. Mifune escapes, crawls over to 

his friend the innkeeper, and is smuggled first to the cemetery (where he looks like a ghost) 

and then to the shelter of a small temple. Here he recuperates, and practises his dagger-

throwing, in preparation for the showdown. He’s prepared to go into the showdown – which 

happens, sure enough, on the main street, or what’s left of it – with only the dagger; but the 

cooper gives him a sword taken from the body of a dead samurai, and he accepts it gratefully 

– something which, if he were a proper samurai with a sense of honour, he would never do. 

 Like John Wayne in Rio Bravo, he has help and is grateful for it. 

 Afterwards, there being no-one left in the town but three old men and a mass of corpses, 

he leaves, happy that the place will be peaceful from now on. 
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The first shot in Seven Samurai says it all, and proves how hard it is for Kurosawa to do 

wrong. We are staring at the horizon. Half the screen, the lower part, is dark farmland. The 

top quarter is also dark, with a cloud bank. There is a thin strip of daylight to give us a 

minimum of hope: then, over the horizon, extinguishing that hope, rides a column of bandits, 

their helmets decorated with those crescent moons which so resemble the horns of the devil. 

Now, how long did they have to wait for that cloudbank to render their shot perfect? These 

days they’d digitise it. Was it just that nature was on Kurosawa’s side? 

 The bandits decide not to raid this village, because they raided it last year and it will have 

nothing left to steal. They’ll come again next year. They gallop off, and over a hedge appears 

what looks like a theatrical mask – pale, eyes staring, mouth pulled down at the corners – 

creased up with fear. But it’s not a mask, it’s a man (played by Bokuzen Hidari), who’s 

collecting wood, and who’s heard them and just had a narrow escape from their spears. This 

is what life makes him and all his fellows look like. 

 We get a long shot of heaps of rags piled together in a lump. Then we get a closer shot, 

and it’s the villagers, crouching in terror, even though the bandits have passed by for the time. 

They weep, groan, and shout execrations at heaven: “The gods have abandoned us!” 

 All the time, the sweet sound of birdsong gives an irrelevant backing to their misery. 

 The strength of the film is in its depiction of extremes, in its reduction of its characters to 

states which it’s hard to imagine getting any worse. The bandits couldn’t be more greedy and 

ruthless; the villagers couldn’t be more hopeless and wretched. Rarely have predators as cruel 

been portrayed as parasitical on victims so weak – or so we think at first, until we learn more 

about the villagers. We find that they’re parasites too. 

 And not all samurai are heroes. When four men from the village go looking for samurai to 

hire, all they can at first find is one, and he’s such a coward that even the lodging-house 

bullies can shut him up. One samurai says that what he’s really good at is splitting logs – in 

battle, his normal habit is to run away. This deconstruction of the sentimental samurai ideal is 

already there in this film, and underlies Yojimbo and Sanjuro. Only two samurai live up to 

expectations: the leader Kambei (Takashi Shimura), and the virtuoso Kyuzo (Seiji 

Miyaguchi), who’s not interested in teaching, just in perfecting his art. 
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   Kambei (Brynner)          Kyuzo (Coburn) 

 

 

 The surprise, coming to the 

film backwards in time, is that 

Toshiro Mifune is so brilliant at 

playing a drunken clown, and 

that he’s already scratching 

himself. He’s as good at being 

manic as he is at gravitas. This 

time he’s not the sensei, the 

master – that role goes to 

Shimura, who in the later 

movies is demoted to character 

supports. He’s an old samurai 

in The Hidden Fortress, and a 

rich patient in Red Beard – try 

working out what his roles are 

in Yojimbo and Sanjuro. 

 

 

 Mifune is the samurai who isn’t a samurai: the one who has skills like fishing barehanded 

in rivers, and taking short cuts, and who has the understanding of, and contempt for, villagers 

which comes from being the son of one. However, the inversion of his later role isn’t 

complete, for he’s not the pupil. The pupil is Katsushiro (Isao Kimura), the romantic, virginal 

samurai who picks flowers, and hides behind the door to test the recruits out by trying to brain 

them with a stick. The film where Shimura really is Mifune’s master is the earlier police 

drama Stray Dog. Mifune’s assertion in Seven Samurai is that he doesn’t need teaching. 

 In a sense, he doesn’t need teaching – the real samurai do. The central scene is where he 

brings in a couple of suits of armour, which one of the very villagers who recruited them had 

stolen from two dead samurai. The revelation that the people they’re there to protect could 

easily become their enemies casts a deep gloom over Shimura and company; Mifune snarls 

(straight into the camera), “Farmers are deceitful, miserly, cowardly, mean, stupid, 

murderous!” … but only, he says, because samurai violence has made them that way. The 

speech takes away whatever altruistic motive the samurai have for doing what they’re doing. 

Only professional pride will motivate them from now on. The scene is yet another nail in the 

coffin of what in 2004 we might call the Tom Cruise reading of the Samurai myth 

 

Even though crowded with incident, Seven Samurai feels overlong, and all the best action is 

crammed into the last twenty minutes. I’m not certain, in any case, that a gang of bandits 

would have kept attacking as these do, given the attrition they experience – they’re not 

soldiers, and there must be plenty of villages ahead which are not protected by samurai. We 
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don’t get to know the bandits well enough, and the characters of three of the samurai are 

underdeveloped – the Americans learned a couple of lessons here. The music only has one 

theme, and you get fed up with it quickly. 

 

 
 

Funeral of the first samurai to die. 

 

Seven Samurai links up with Red Beard in the character of Katsushiro, the young man who 

wants to learn despite everything Kambei can say to dissuade him from it, and to send him 

home. He is to Kambei what the young doctor is to Mifune in the later film. He starts as an 

innocent, in need of someone to worship and model himself on. The young doctor in Red 

Beard doesn’t at first want to learn – his first lesson is in the need to learn, which Katsushiro 

is not arrogant enough to want. He worships first Kambei, then Kyuzo the virtuoso: there’s a 

close-up of him straight after Kyuzo’s killed his overreaching adversary in the famous “James 

Coburn v. Robert J. Wilke” sequence which indicates that he’s never seen a man killed 

before. By the end of the film he’s lost his virginity, and seen one of his beloved role-models 

dead – Kyuzo dies in a deep puddle, killed by a gunshot, and Katsushiro screams with grief. 

He’s also learned the final lesson which Kambei enunciates to himself, to him, and to the one 

other samurai standing, in the penultimate shot: that it’s the farmers who win. Samurai, no 

matter how successful they are, are always the losers. 

 

 
 

Death of Kikuchiyo (Toshiro Mifiune). 

A lady in one audience I was at cried, “My, what an ass he’s got!” 

 


