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Season 38 - Issue 12         screening 8.3.18

Japan 1949 119 minutes       Certificate PG

Director Akira Kurosawa Music Fumio Hayasaka
Cinematography Asakazu Nakai
Screenplay Akira Kurosawa and Ryuzo Kikushim

Cast:
Toshiro Mifune Det. Murakami
Takashi Shimura Det. Sato
Keiko Awaji Harumi Namaki, showgirl
Isao Kimura Yusa

The film explores the nether world of post-WW2 Japan in a
story that parallels the American noir theme of the returning
soldier’s re-integration into civilian society. Top-line acting,
innovative editing, and Kurosawa’s deft direction bring the real
streets of Japan into deep focus. A western soundtrack
reinforces, for a western audience, the familiarity of the urban
milieu depicted on the screen, where hotel signs and night club
neon are in English. 

Made and set in the post-war occupation period, with many scenes shot in the still visibly 
recovering areas of downtown Tokyo, it captures all the turmoil, hardship and moral ambiguity of 
its age.  Interestingly the film was only released in the USA in 1963, presumably as audiences sort
out his earlier films on the back of the critically acclaimed films he made in the 50s and early 60s.

Kurosawa, making his ninth feature at age 39, had already begun to experiment with visual 
placement. First and foremost is his portrayal of the film's heat. There's no way to visually suggest 
heat itself, but Kurosawa fills the picture with such potent imagery that we can practically feel it 
without thinking of it. In one sequence, a chorus of dancing girls rushes offstage and collapses in a
heap across a crowded dressing room, breathing and sweating. Other characters mop themselves
with handkerchiefs or fan themselves.

The director also uses framing to enhance Mifune's 
tension and frustration. When Mifune tells the story of 
the gun to his partner, Kurosawa frames them both 
small in the corner of the frame, as if to suggest both 
humility and futility.

Aside from that, it's clear even this early that Kurosawa 
was one of the cinema's leading action directors. He 
ramps up his simple cop story to almost unbearable 
tension, letting it out at precisely the right times, only to 
build it back up again.



The filmmaker co-wrote his screenplay first in the form
of a novel, because his model was the French mystery
novelist Georges Simenon—creator of Inspector Jules
Maigret, whose ability to crack tough cases depended
more on social and psychological acumen than on any
puzzle-solving genius.  In the sixties, Kurosawa told
Donald Richie: “I wanted to make a film in the manner
of Simenon, but I failed. Everybody likes the picture,
but I don’t.” 

By the time Kurosawa wrote his autobiography, in
1982, he seemed to have warmed up a bit to Stray 
Dog. He admitted, at least, that “no shooting ever went as smoothly,” and that “the excellent pace 
of the shooting and the good feeling of the crew can be sensed in the finished film.” 
   
Mid-way through the film Mifune's character and his partner, the archetypal older, wiser cop played
by Takashi Shimura, visit the home of a suspect, and his family tells them that since the war he 
has been in decline. They mention that he blames the war for his problems, but does nothing to 
help himself, and this first instance of Kurosawa taking a “stop blaming the war” stance.
 
This paves the way for an ideological debate between Murakami and Sato, in which the former 
suggests that “there are no bad men, only bad situations” and that the war “turned many men into 
beasts.” Sato disagrees, telling him that as a police officer one must not consider the 
circumstances that lead to a criminal's misdeeds—only how to shield the general public from their 
actions. He uses the metaphor of a stray dog that left alone long enough will become rabid. 

It’s worth noting that in real life Mifune was an Army veteran. One of the lucky ones who found a 
career after World War II. The story of this film must to some extent have registered given he could
have easily ended up as someone desperately looking for work.
 
Akira Kurosawa (  黒沢明, March 23, 1910 – September 6, 1998) directed 30 films in a career 
spanning 57 years. He is regarded as one of the most important and influential filmmakers in the 
history of cinema. 

After the war, the critically acclaimed Drunken Angel (1948), in which Kurosawa cast then-
unknown actor Toshiro Mifune in a starring role, cemented the director's reputation as one of the 
most important young filmmakers in Japan. The two would collaborate on another 15 films.

Rashomon, which premiered in Tokyo, became the surprise winner of the Golden Lion at the 1952 
Venice Film Festival. The commercial and critical success of that film opened up Western film 
markets for the first time to the products of the Japanese film industry, which in turn led to 
international recognition for other Japanese filmmakers. Kurosawa directed approximately one film
per year throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, including a number of highly regarded (and often 
adapted) films, such as Ikiru (1952), Seven Samurai (1954) and Yojimbo (1961). After the 1960s 
he became much less prolific; even so, his later work—including his final two epics, Kagemusha 
(1980) and Ran (1985)—continued to win awards, though more often abroad than in Japan.

Iain McGlashan
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Best film - The Shape of Water  

Best director: The Shape of Water - Guillermo Del 
Toro

Best actress: Frances McDormand - Three Bill-
boards Outside Ebbing, Missouri 

Best actor: Gary Oldman - Darkest Hour

Best supporting actress: Allison Janney - I, Tonya

Best supporting actor: Sam Rockwell - Three Bill-
boards Outside Ebbing, Missouri

Best foreign language film: A Fantastic Woman 
(Chile)

The winning film in numbers:

The Shape of Water – 4 Dunkirk – 3

Blade Runner 2049 – 2 Coco – 2 Darkest Hour – 2

Three Billboards Outside Ebbing, Missouri – 2



Comments and reactions to: Coming Home
Sadly the power seekers don't learn from history.  Voight's final speech said it all.
Nothing changed – the film is so relevant to today's situations      Very topical
Powerful, then and today         Powerful and nostalgic
Excellent film – well acted, powerful and moving    A compelling, serious film
A story that needed to be told    Good film, very well acted
Well portrayed – common theme     Good insight into the war
Very moving and still relevant – great soundtrack      Good music
Fantastic soundtrack, with great hair        Music fantastic – acting great
Excellent after it warmed up – powerful stuff          Like the Curates Egg “Good in Parts”
I needed subtitles – couldn't hear the dialogue               
Improved in the second half – and I don't just mean the subtitles
Redeemed after the cakes by the subtitles being switched on
Good we had subtitles in the 2nd half – and still it goes on: Syria is worse, if that is possible
Deer Hunter really got to grips with 'Nam – this less so, still great acting
When I first saw this film it was overshadowed by The Deer Hunter.  I appreciated it much 
more this time around.  A great soundtrack. 
I projected this to the College Film Society in 1980 ….. the film has aged better than me!  
Poignant and affecting with excellent ensemble acting and sympathetic photography.

Score 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10
 ~ ~ ~ 1 ~ 2 4 14 13 4 1

Number of reaction slips received = 39 Average Score = 7.31

Position Film Average Score
1st Lion 8.46
2nd Hidden Figures 8.4
3rd A United Kingdom 8.28
4th I, Daniel Blake 7.78
5th La Familie Belier 7.7
6th Coming Home 7.31
7th Romeo and Juliet 7.24
8th Fuglene Over Sundet (Across the Waters) 7.19 
9th Hell’s Angels 6.03

10th La La Land 5.61
11th Mediterraneo 5.47

Our next film on 
22 March 2018:

The “Best Film” Oscar winner
from 2017, is a powerful film,

exquisitely made, that tells a story
of how love can heal all wounds,
especially if that love comes from

an unexpected place. 
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