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Vicious Cycle: Kurosawa’s Ran and Rashomon
Although both are by the same director, at first glance, Ran and Rashomon couldn’t be more different. That difference lies mainly in the contrast of their visual impact: Rashomon is shot in black and white, Ran in lavish color; Rashomon uses a frame story and multiple retellings of the same events, Ran’s narrative is straightforward and linear; Rashomon’s pacing is slow and considered, Ran’s is fast and dramatic. These contrasts are mostly stylistic, however, and not thematic. What drives both movies is the overarching theme of Kurosawa’s works, his examination of human morality and behavior in a cruel and chaotic world.


Rashomon especially examines the role of human nature by examining the same events through the multiple perspectives of the people involved. Although true to the source material, the short story “In a Grove” that Kurosawa expanded on in his movie, the frame story and the action lead the audience to question the choices that his characters make and what that reveals about them and about people in general. Of Rashomon, Kurosawa says that “egoism is a sin the human being carries with him from birth; it is the most difficult to redeem.” (as quoted in Prince, p. 130) The multiple versions of the events that occurred in the grove are examples of this inflated self-interest; even the dead man, no longer a part of the living world, seeks to defend and justify himself by giving a spurious account of events. None of the accounts can be trusted since none of them agree. The facts of a woman’s rape and a man’s death remain, but how they occurred and who is to blame for them is impossible to determine. Everyone involved wishes to avoid culpability.

“If men do not tell the truth, do not trust one another, than the earth becomes hell indeed,” the monk says, and the commoner agrees with him, “Absolutely right. The world we live in is hell.” Rashomon is set at the end of the Heian period, 

“when the country’s central government and court authority were being undermined . . . the times were foreboding. Pestilence, fires, earthquakes, rebellions by warrior monks, violent crime in the capital city of Kyoto, all seemed to be signs of the dissolution of order, of a world teetering on the brink of chaos.” (Prince, p. 128) 
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Rashomon gate, where the monk, the woodcutter, and the commoner all take shelter, is the physical symbol of the tumultuous setting. The gate is huge, hulking, and magnificent, but dilapidated and half-destroyed. Grass grows in the stone steps, the roof is stripped of tiles, and ruined and jagged timbers are scattered everywhere. Corpses lie abandoned in the shattered upper level, representative of multiple crimes that, much like the crimes that took place in the grove, will never be solved.


But the monk’s words do not put the blame for misfortune on the impersonal entity of ‘the world’ or ‘society,’ but rather in human beings. It is man’s inhumanity towards his fellow man that causes misery and suffering, not the natural state of the world. The characters who earlier testified were unable to give up enough of themselves to recognize the truth of what occurred, and because of this selfishness, their unhappiness can find no resolution.

Ran addresses the same questions, but in a very different way. Instead of using a single event to focus attention on the specifics of human actions, Ran examines the extent of human brutality across the scope of history. Hidetori’s life becomes the lens through which all of humanity is examined. Although he is viewed as a noble man and a good leader, he has committed terrible atrocities over the course of his rise to power. We see those depredations in the Kaede’s bitter desire for revenge for the destruction of her family, and Sue and Tsurumaru’s mute suffering that is given voice only through the wailing of Tsurumaru’s flute. 
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Can such crimes, once committed, be atoned for? Is humanity irredeemable, doomed to repeat the same mistakes over and over again for all time? These questions, coupled with the destruction of Hidetori’s identity, herald his descent into madness even as he descends from the burning ruin of his castle. When Hidetori is “forced to confront the consequences of his misdeeds, he is driven mad . . . only by confronting his evil head-on can he transcend it and begin to struggle again toward virtue.” (Kurosawa as quoted in Parker, p. 211) The confrontation takes the form of his sons’ betrayal and attack on Hidetori’s small forces, and the final fall and destruction of the castle that, ironically, was his first conquest. Kurosawa reinforces this massacre, which finally breaks Hidetori’s mind, by emphasizing the terrible nature of the slaughter. Men are cut down one after another, blood flows everywhere. One man helplessly holds his own severed arm, another twitches spasmodically after taking an arrow in the eye. Hidetori spoke in the opening scenes of Ran of beginning an era of peace, but instead the terrible bloodshed of his early years continues. “This is hell,” one soldier shouts as he dies.


The final scenes of Rashomon and Ran are marked by a contrast as deep as their stylistic differences. In Rashomon, the commoner steals the clothing of a baby abandoned under the gate and departs with it.

“In this action and in the cynical laughter with which he justifies it, the commoner resembles the bandit. Their motives center on the dictates of self interest. For them there is no question of faith in humanity since obviously no individual is to be trusted.” (Goodwin, p. 138)
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 The commoner’s viscerally selfish and immoral act shocks the woodcutter and the monk, but the commoner dismisses it: “What's wrong with that? That's the way we are, the way we live. You just can't live unless you're what you call selfish.”  He shifts the blame for his action from his own shoulders to the degenerate state of the society in which he lives, but neither of his companions can accept such shallow logic. To them, the false justification is just one more indicator of the ‘evil nature’ of humans that perpetuates their suffering. But the woodcutter, in accepting the baby and promising to care for it, provides the answer for the hopelessness around him. His decision restores the monk’s faith, and likewise ours: 

“[Kurosawa] insists on hope, upon the possibility of gratuitous action. Like the priest he cannot believe that men are evil-- and, indeed, if Kurosawa has a spokesman in the film it is probably the priest: weak, confused, but ultimately trusting.” (Ritchie, p. 7)


Ran, on the other hand, closes with a starkly different vision. The final scene shows Tsurumaru, the blind victim of Hidetori’s bloody rise to power, abandoned and alone on the battlements of his ruined family castle. His sister and only caretaker is not returning; though he doesn’t know it, she has been viciously decapitated, victim of a senseless slaying. He nearly plunges off the precipice of one of the stone walls, and drops the picture of the compassionate Buddha left to him by his sister over the edge. The irony of that gift is a terrible one, because due to his loss of vision Tsurumaru cannot see the picture. Likewise he cannot find in his darkness the compassionate forgiveness his sister took refuge in, and instead resides in the bitterness of despair. 

“The sequence is a summation of Kurosawa’s vision of what humanity is, in having brought itself to the brink of extinction.” (Goodwin, p. 216) Just before this closing scene in Ran, the fool Kyoami and the loyal Tango mourn over the fallen bodies of Hidetori and Saburo. Kyoami accuses the gods of laughing at the pain of men, but Tango contradicts him: “Do not blaspheme! It is the gods who weep. They see us killing each other over and over since time began. They can’t save us from ourselves.” As with Rashomon, the fault for man’s suffering lies with man, not with the gods, and is beyond even the powers of the divine to put an end to it. No kind god is available to save the helpless Tsurumaru from a lonely death, and with the final shot lingering on the face of the glowing face of the Buddha, we can almost see a tear along the godly cheek.
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Kurosawa’s philosophical questioning is the main underpinning of both works, but he uses distinctly different methods to examine those issues, and likewise comes to a different conclusion in each movie. The closing scenes for each are particularly striking, and remain in the mind of the viewer long after the movie has ended. The woodcutter carrying the baby to safety and life as the storm breaks and the sky clears offers hope and the possibility of a way out of the endless cycle of human suffering, while Tsurumaru’s silhouette against a smoky, ominous sunset shows that same cycle perpetuating itself once again on a helpless victim. Both Ran and Rashomon create a deep impression on their audience, one that goes beyond the sensory level to stir emotional and philosophical currents. Pessimistic or hopeful, the issues that plague Kurosawa demand a response from the viewer, to either retreat into the defense of resignment, or to struggle to create something beautiful despite the cruelties and degradations of living.
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