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The Moral Ambiguity ofKurosawa's EarlyThrillers

James Maxfield

During the Second World W ar Japanese censo rs denouncedAkira
Kurosawa's maiden directorial effort, Sanshiro Sugata, forbeing too
British-American in style (Autobiography 131). The

charge was ridiculous in connection with perhaps the most
characteristically Japanese film this director ever made, but after
the waKurosawa did make two films that seemed to revel blatantly
inBritish-American influence: the gangster film Drunken Angel,
1948,and the police procedural Stray Dog, 1949. Drunken Angel, in
themanner of American gangster movies of the 1930s, is a
studio-bounfilm; as a matter of fact, it had its genesis in an
existing set that hadbeen used for another film: the studio asked
Kurosawa if he couldn't use it to film something, too{Autobiography
156). StrayDog, in contra st, employs considerable footage shot on
the actuastree ts of post-war Tokyo Autobiography 175)- perhaps in
imitationof the documentary style of such American police dramas as
NakedCity, 1948. But i the basic styles of these films are, broadly
speaking.Western or American, the characters remain distinctly
Japaneseand in his treatment of the protagonists Kurosawa varies
considerably from American models in his refusal to pass definitive
judgm enon their moral natures.
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to ctaim to the young gangster Matsunaga that he (the doctor) is
asort of angel since he wishes to cure Matsunaga not only
oftuberculosis but of the corruption of the yakuza way of tife.
Atthoughthere can be tittle question about Sanada being preem
inently force

for good in the film, considerable am biguity or uncertainty
neverthe-tess surrounds this character. Firsf of alt, why is he a
doctor in thestums? A fettow student from medicat schoot (Takahama)
is nowobviousty weatthy and is driven about in a chauffeured car,
butTakahama tetls Matsunaga that no one knows more about
curingtuberculosis than Sanada, so the latter's tack of financiat
success isctearty not the result of timited skill at his
profession. Sanada,however, implies that he is not as successfut as
Takahama because

he didn't focus as ditigenfty on his studies in medicat schoot:
I'dpawn my clothes to go see a girl. He goes on to say he messed
up[his] life then, then adds, But I had a reason to . This reason
isnever referred to g in in the course of the film, so the viewer
has noway of judging how valid it may have been or indeed if such a
reason actuatty existed, tn any case Sanada's comments indicatehis
own view that he coutd have been as successfut as Takahama ifhe had
worked harder in schoot and hadn't messed up his life. Yetthe film
as whote suggests another view: that Sanada is a doctor inthe slums
because that is exactly w here he wishes to be: not amongwell-to-do
patients as Takahama is but with the poor who needhim -and are also
more w illing than higher class patients would be toallow him to
express his own t rue, abrasive, tactless self

The circumstances of Sanada's personal life are no more
clearthan those of his professional life. The doctor lives with an
older

woman and his nurse. Is the older woman a servant or a
retative?(She treats him with familiar contempt when he is drunk .)
An d whatis the nature of his retationship with fhe nurse, Okada's
formermistress? Stephen Prince's description of the retationship
seemsaccurate enough as far as it goes: [Sanada] has taken M iyo,
who isOkada's wife [?],' as his nurse and has cared for the woman
andhetped heat her emotionat sc rs while Okada w s in prison (81).
Buthas he taken her only s his nurse nd ward or also s his
mistress? [twouid not be illogicat to assume the tatter
relationship for man whowhen younger pawned his clothes to go see a
girt. W hen asked
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me and to no one else. The film, it would seem, commits itself
toneither interpretation but allows both.

The primary relationship of the film, between Sanada
andMatsunaga, also possesses a measure of ambiguity. One thing that
is

clear is

that M atsunaga is

not just an ordinary patient to

Sanada. Thedocto r's comm itment to this patient may at first
seem strange sinceSanada hates the gangster's way of life, and M
atsunaga repeatedlyresponds to his physician's diagnoses with acts
of physical violencetoward him. But as Donald Richie argues, "[The
doctor] and thegangster.. .hate each o ther with such intensity
that one must suspectlove as well" (48). With this idea in mind,
one can interpret anotherwise curious comment Sanada makes to the
bar girl Gin early

in the film. When she remarks that Matsunaga is "too skinny,"
hesays, "Are you in love with him too?" There does not seem to
beanyone else present to be included in the "too" other than
Sanadahims lf At the end of the film, although Sanada and Gin seem
tohave diametrically opposed interpretations of Matsunaga
(shethinks Matsunaga was ready to reform; the doctor says a
gangstercould not change; "A dog's a dog...Hoodlums end that way"),
thesedifferent reactions are roo ted in similar feeiings. Sanada
tells Gin, "Iknow how you feel. Tha t's why I can't forgive him."
Sanada'sbitterness in some sense is that of a frustrated lover.
(Matsunaga'sdeath scene was intercut with shots of Sanada carrying
home twofresh eggs for his patient, the doctor's happy smile being
that of asuitor carrying flowers to his beloved.)

If Sanada loves Matsunaga, what does he love in this man whois
everything he disapproves of: a force for disease and death
rather

than health and life? Richie's suggestion again seem s quite
plausible:the doctor loves the reflection of his younger self in M
atsunaga (48).Sanada says to his nu rse , "That gangster. He
reminds me of myselfwhen was young. He acts tough, but he 's lonely
inside. He can't killhis conscience." Because of his sense of
identification with Matsunaga,the doctor in a way is trying to heal
his former self to show that eventhough he "messed up" back then,
his life can now change for thebetter, move from sickness into
health. Even though drinkingaicoho undoubtedly is bad for a person
suffering from tuberculosis,Sanada 's denunciations of Matsunaga
for drinking also manifest his
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do ctor 's motives for trying to help the gangster, in the end
ail that iscertain is that Sanada tried to cure Matsunaga of
ailments physicaland moral but that he failed-and the patient died.
Matsunaga's deathis probably the most ambiguous element of the
fiim. Evidence for thisjudgment can be seen in the interpretations
of Matsunaga's deathfound in the two leading critical books on
Kurosawa's films-in t e rp re t a t io ns tha t a re a lmos t d
iamet r i ca lly o pp ose d .Donald ichie sees M atsunaga's death
as heroic, virtually a redemption: ...how he died is the most
important aspect of his death. He diedfighting what he finally
identified as evil, he died fighting his formerself (52). Stephen
Prince, on the other hand, regards Matsunaga'sdeath not as heroic
but pitiful (84). The gangster does not diefighting evil; rathe r
he goes to his extinction out of concern for hisreputation : Okada
has seize[d] his territory, and Matsunagamust try to kill the older
man to restore his warped sense of honor asa gangster (84). His
values remain distorted to the end.

Although I am inclined ultimately to agree with Prince'sassessm
ent of M atsunaga's death, the sequences leading up to thefatal
stabbing offer evidence of a variety of motivations behind the

gans ter 's ultimately self-destructive actions. He begins with
clearlyadmirable motivations, but they become deflected by events
overwhich he has no control. A carefui examination of the
sequencesdepicting the last day of Matsunaga's life wiil
demonstrate how hismotivations seem to shift from scene to
scene.

But first we should look at three key sequences that p
recedeMatsunaga's flnai day. One, Matsunaga's dream, seems to be
asymbolic foreshadowing of his ultimate fate. The dream , however,
isdirectly preceded by a sequence that offers hope for
Matsunaga.The gangster has been displaced from his girifriend's
apartm ent byOkada (who has encroached upon the younger man's
eroticterritory as well as his gang turf), and he stands weakiy
leaningagainst a slanted post directly in front of the polluted
sump that is thefilm's symbol for the source of evil and disease in
the postwarJapanese society. Sanada, who comes up to Matsunaga
(havingfailed to find him at the apartm en t), wants to lead the
gangster awayfrom the source of contagion, the sump, and the
contamination ofthe criminal society of which he has been a part to
the safe havenof
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down in the dirty water. The doll, of course, resem bles a
corpse, andit is appropriate that this image dissolves into
Matsunaga's dreamabout death. At the outset of the dream the
stagnant pond istransformed into the ocean with its waves breaking
on the shoreand the floating doll becomes a coffin. Richie interp
rets the sea as asymbol of escap e (51), but it is also a
traditional symbol of theternal, and the coffin at the edge of the
water could represent thedead about to pass into eternity. The
entire sequence takes place onthe shore with the sea visible in the
imm ediate background, pe rhapsymbolizing Matsunaga's precarious
position at the very edge of lifeMatsutiaga en ters the frame
rather dashingly clad in a dark suit andwhite siik scarf with white
carnation in his lapel. Richie in terpre ts this

outfit as a sign of Matsunaga 's aspiration toward
respectability (51)but there is no reason why a successful gangster
might not dre ss thisway as well. Matsunaga has entered carrying an
axe, and heimmediately sta rts attacking the coffin with it. His
intent is obscure:is he trying to attack death itself or the
awareness of his wonmortality? In either case, his actions do not
lead to a successfuconclusion. The body revealed when the coffin is
smashed op)en ishimself dressed in the sport shirt he wore when he
came to the

doctor at the beginning of the film to have a bullet removed
from hihand. This former self rises like a ghoul from the coffin to
pursue thenew (or at least better dressed) Matsunaga, who, in a
doubleexposure, flees in slow motion while his pursuer runs after
him atnormal speed. The filming technique makes clear that
Matsunaga'new self has no chance of escaping from his deadly
past.

Matsunaga awakens from the dream to the sound of Okada

demanding the return of Miyo to him from Sanada. This is the
realife equivalent of his dream: Okada's appearance at the
doctor'shouse will set in motion events that will culminate in
Matsunaga'gangster self dooming his quest for a new (better)
identity. Matsunaga'smotives for trying to save Miyo from Okada in
this part of the filmneed to be examined closely because from the
outset they aremixed. He is not trying to save Miyo for her own
sake but for thedoctor's. The first thing Matsunaga says when he
intrudes into the

scene where Okada is threatening the doctor is, I'm indebted to
him[Sanada]. But his actions in regard to Miyo are as much m
otivated


	
8/13/2019 Maxfield Thrillers.pdf

6/17

Drunken ngel

When Sanada sneers at the code of honor ( Your code'sonly
security pact. It's money. ), Matsunaga indignantly proclaims, You
don't know our w or ld . But the next day when he goes toappeal to
the Boss on behalf of Miyo, a conversation that heoverhears
indicates that Sanada's characterization of the codewas entirely
accurate. At first he smiles when he hears the boss say,

Have to be kind to a guy with T B ; but when it becomes clear
thatthe Boss h s no more use for him and is merety waiting for him
to die,Matsunaga is shocked into an act of disrespect for his
superior: hesteps on the tatami in the Boss's room with his shoes
on. O ne of thelast shots of this sequence is a high angle close up
of Matsunaga'sshoes with money scattered about them that the Boss
has flung athim. The shoes indicate Matsunaga's disrespect for the
Boss; themoney, the Boss's disrespect for Matsunaga, the sign that
thegangster's code is indeed onty about money.

In this sequence Matsunaga has experienced a severe disittu-
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gangster's reactions unclear. Not only does Gin do ll of the
talking,but most of the one sided conversation is filmed so that
the viewercannot even see M atsunaga's facial expressions. For
about half thesequence his back is to the camera; in most of the
remainder his

head is bent so far down his face is mainly in shadow. Toward
theend of the sequence, though, he does say one thing that
mightindicate he was paying attention: he says he is staying at
Doc'shouse, a statement that would seem to indicate his intention
toreturn there and continue his treatment. The bar girl's parting
advicthen could have saved him if he had been willing to heed it:
Listenyou 're sick. Don't do anything bad . Unfortunately, his
experienceson the street in the next sequence impel him
irresistibly toward badaction and his doom

As he had done previously in the film, Matsunaga, passing
aflower seller's stall, picks up a flower for his lapel, but on
thisoccasion the girl from the shop follows him and politely
requestpayment of 30 yen. She is acting under orders from the
owner,who when confronted by Matsunaga says he is following ord
ersfrom Okada because It's his territory now. Matsunaga has
enteredthe shop to confront the owner, so that when he straightens
up afterreceiving the news of his loss of ll power and privilege to
Okada, hishead disappears in shadow. He has photographically lost
face just ashe realizes he has metaphorically done so within the
gangsterssociety. The sequence then ends with a shot of the
strickenMatsunaga starting to move foreward along the street
doubleexposed over a shot of the sump. The image of Matsunaga

disappears, leaving only the sump, and another image of the
pollutedpond then dissolves into a shot of Okada playing his guitar
in theapartment Matsunaga formerly shared with Nanae. The
primarysymbol of evil and disease in the film seems triumphant
here: boththe younger and the older gangster are fatally infected
by thecorruption it represents.

Matsunaga's paramount motivation for going after Okada with

a knife, therefore, is not concern for Miyo or the desire to
suppresevil as embodied by Okada but rather wounded pride. Okada
hask f h ll h h h h h l h
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composed of two successive attempts at the murder of an
unarmedopponent. Matsunaga initially stalks Okada about the
apartmentwith a knife, allowing his older opponen t to arm himself
wit h nothingmore dangerous than a pair of Nanae's shoes. After
Matsunagahem orrhages and O kada disarms him, the older gangster
retrieveshis own knife and ruthlessly advances on his weakened and
nowdefenseless opponent.

Up to this point in the sequence there has been no
backgroundmusic, merely naturalistic sound (perhaps somewhat
amplified), butstrangely when Matsunaga is trapped in a corner
apparentiy aboutto be stabbed to death, music suddenly wells up and
it is the themethat earlier in the film has been identified with
the hope forMatsunaga's recovery from his illness. Its use here
seems eitherentirely inappropriate or bitterly ironic. But then,
with the musiccontinuing, the film cuts to Sanada buying eggs for
his patient from astree t stall, and the viewer perhaps wili
conciude that the music hasnever stood for the genuine possibiiity
of Matsunaga experiencing real cure but rather for the doctor's
dream of both curing andrehabilitating his patient. The music
continues for a while, though,

after the film returns to the gangsters. Matsunaga burs ts
through thedoorway of the apartment into the hallway and lurches,
stumbles,crawls down the hall untii he seizes a can of paint off a
painter'sscaffold and hurls it at Okada-whereupon the music ends
and thenaturalistic sound resumes. Perhaps the music just prior to
thispoint lures the viewer into thinking Matsunaga has a chance
ofsurviving, but the graceless physical actions and harsh
naturalistsounds that immediately follow probably destroy that hope
even

before Okada s tabs Matsunaga in the back. (The two gangsters
slipfiaiiingly about in the spilled paint from the thrown can;
theirbreathing is loud, desperate, animalistic.) The sequence ends
withthe fatally stabbed Matsunaga staggering through a pair of
doors andabout a balcony until he collapses beneath some washing
hung outto dry and breaks through a flimsy railing to die with his
head hangingdown off the edge of the balcony. His finai collapse is
shot from acrane at a considerable d istance and a very high angle,
but at the endthe cam era comes down much closer untii the body
fills most of theframe. The crane shot at first seem s harshly
judgmental: the camera
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street. Atthough the music seems definitely associated here with
thehopes of the doc tor that have proved false, in way the effect
of themusic is not purely iron ic. There was something truty
hopeful aboutMatsunaga; the viewer cannot feet that Sanada and Gin
were w rongin seeing poten tial for physical and moral recovery
within him . He isdoomed by the conjunction of his pride and
circumstances beyondhis co ntro i. It is not difficult to believe
that the hopes of Sanada andGin for him could have been fulfilled
if Matsunaga h d by passed theflower shop on his way back to the
doctor's house.

Murakam i, the detective hero o tray Dog 1949, is the m
irrorimage of Matsunaga. in the earlier fitm Toshiro Mifune plays
acriminal whose potential for goodness is over-whelmed by sociat
and

environmental forces he lacks either the witt or the
intettigence toresist; in the later film Mifune's character does
have the will topursue the path of virtue (or sociatty responsibte
action) and is abteto win out over potentiatly destructive
environment. Murakami haswon his own personal struggle w ith evil
before the film even begins.Like the robber killer Yusa, whom the
detectives are pursuing,Murakami h d his knapsack containing ll his
money nd possessionsstolen from him right after the end of the war.
He was tempted toturn to crim e, to become a thief himself, but he
fought against thatimpulse to the extent of becoming a member of
the police force inorder to declare his absolute oppos ition to
crime . H is flaw in the filmis not any predisposition to evil
action but an over-developedconscience that tends at times to
obstruct his effectiveness as apolice officer.

This over-developed conscience is apparent in the first

sequence of the film in which Murakami confesses to the police
chiefthat his pistol has been stolen and offers to resign. The
chiefresponds, Don 't talk iike that. This isn't the arm y. Having
beendenied the major punishment of forced resignation for his sin
oflosing his pistol, Murakami seeks out small self-punishments
perhapsas a form of penance: for instance he refuses to let the
pickpocketdivision chief fan him while he is looking through file
photos of knowperpe trators. (Nearly the entire film is set during
mid-summer heat

wave in Tokyo.) But in the first th ird of the film, Murakam i's
sense ofresponsibility seems primarily positive force since it m
otivates h im
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determination is more graphically demonstrated, though, in
themontage sequence that follows. Murakami disguises himself as
areturned soldier who has nothing to wear but his old uniform and
issearching through the slums of Tokyo for a pistol that he
couldpresumably use to gain a living. Montage sequences
typicallycondense the passage of time; Stephen Prince exaggerates
onlyslightly when he says that this one instead of collapsing time,
assuch transitions usually do, expands it to an astounding
degree(91). Of course, the sequence does not literally expand
time:Murakami searches for a dealer in stolen weapons perhaps
forseveral days, and the sequence take slightly less than ten m inu
tes -but ten minutes is awfully long for montage sequence, nd this
onerepeats many of the same basic shots over and over again,
moststrik ing ly close-ups of his str iding feet and of his
intensely alert eyes.Richie is surely correct in implying that most
viewers probably findthe sequence so lengthy and repetitious that
it becomes fatiguing(63). But Kurosawa's point is that Murakam i is
willing to endure thenum bing fatigue of day-after-day, repeatedly
frustrated foot searchfor contact with illegal arms dealers. If the
viewer grows tired of thesequence, so Murakam i must have grow n
tired of his search, but hepersevered until he finally made his
contact and then was able toarrest the woman who was renting out
his stolen pistol (amongothers).

If this sequence demonstrates Murakami's strengths as
aninvestigator-his willingness to do the dogged legwork necessary
toreach his goa l-his arrest of the gun dealer in the cafe reveals
certainof his weaknesses. He tells her she is under arrest as soon
as shepresents him with stolen pistol and asks for his rice ratio n
card (forsecurity?). Ironically, she later tells him that at the
exact moment hewas pursuing her through the restaurant to apprehend
her, the manshe has rented his pistol to appeared at the door
(apparently readyto return the gun) and was frightened away by what
he saw.Murakami's failing is not merely in his neglecting to ploy
the role ofcustomer little longer {which might have provided him
with furtherinform ation about the illegal arms trade and allowed
him to spot thereal customer), but in his not informing anyone else
in the policed t t b t hi g i th h th t h ight h
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take pride in assisting in the recovery of thousands of
stolenweapons, that fact is ciearly less important to Murakami than
that hefinally got is gun back.

Murakami's initial guilt over carelessly allowing his pistol to
bestoien is intensified once he realizes that the weapon is being
used inthe commission of serious crimes. Because he pruviH4>d
the pistothat wounded one woman and killed another in the course of
tworobberies, Murakami feels that he is an accomplice. Moreover, as
heand Sato find out more about the background of the criminal
theyare pursuing, Murakami seem s increasingly to identify with
Yusa sothat the olher man's crimes in some sense become his own
crimesBoth Yusa's sister and the girl Harumi say that Yusa went
bad

because of the disiilusionment of having his knapsack stolen
aftethe end of the war-just as Murakami's own knapsack was
stolenThis similarity is one of the things that leads Donald Richie
to saythat the them e of the picture is the identical humanity of
alhumans (60). But one couid argue that the similarity of even
tmerely demonstrates how completely different individual
humanbeings are. One man responds to the theft of his knapsack
bybecoming a thief himself the other by becoming a law
enforcement

officer dedicated to opposing crimes iike theft. From an
existentiapoint of view-defined by their actions--Yusa and Murakami
couldnot be more different.

Even though Murakami seems to be affirming this definition
ofcharacter by action when he teli Harumi that the theft of
Yusa'sknapsack is no excuse for his crimes, he stili seems to feei
anunderlying identity with Yusa. Although M urakami chose to
become

a poiicemen rather than a thief his mere choice of profession
mayindicate that the temptation to become to a criminal was so
strongfor him that he had to oppose it in the most vigorous
mannerpossibie. Murakami has to regard Yusa as his evil double
becauseYusa represen ts a direction his iife couid have taken. The
fact thatYusa is committing his crimes with Murakami's pistol
merelyunderlines the detective's sense that YU:>J embodies the
potentialfor evil that exists within himseif. None of the rational
comments ofthe older policemen-for instance Sato's that Yusa would
be usinganother gun for his robberies if h did not have Murakami's
allay the
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Because Sato is a wise older man who has been acting asMurakam i
s police department mentor, he is ciearly in the rote of afather
figure to the younger man. M urakami s guilt when his pistol isused
by Yusa for this crime is overwhelm ing because it is some
sense

Oedipal. Even though Sato s life is saved on the operating
table, thepersistence of Murakami s sense of guilt is the only
reasonableexplanation for his behavior at the climax of the film.
In thissequence Murakami succeeds in capturing Yusa and retrieving
hispistol, but his success does not negate my judgment that
thedetective s behavior during much of this part of the film is
thoroughlyimprudent.

To be sure, n American audience may not notice Murakami
srecklessness because it is a convention of our action films that
thehero goes one on one against the villain (or one against a
number ofvillains) at the climax of the movie and that in the finai
conflict thehero defeats any and all adversaries. But American
films typicallygiorify indlviduaiistic seif assertion while
Kurosawa s fiims normallydo not , as the fate of Matsunaga would
seem to indicate. Murakam i sbehavior in the climax of the fiim is
totally contra ry bo th to com monsense and accepted police
procedure , and it is ironic that at the endof the film he receives
a commendation for the happy result (thecapture of Yusa) of his
slipshod methods. Of course, it was alsoironic that Sato w s
wounded when he w s correctly following policeprocedures regarding
the capture of a dangerous felon: he hadaiready called headquarters
for reinforcements, but Yusa was abieto get away because he
inadvertently overheard the manager s wifeteiling her child that a
police detective was in the building. The

message of both incidents seems to be

that no m n

can fully contro lhis destiny. Yet it would seem to be the
obligation of any policeofficer to try to adjust the odds far more
in favor of the apprehensionof the criminal than Murakami attempts
to do.

When Harum i tells Murakami that Yusa will be at the Oharasta
tion at six, the young detective does not even consider
informinghis colleagues from the police department of the
whereabouts ofSato s w ould be-killer. A ll of these men have been
at the hosp ital,manifesting the ir deep concern for Sato s life
(although displaying itless hysterically than M urakam i). Surely
each of them would have a
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confront this murderous extension of himselfHe not only
confronts Yusa alone, he confronts him unarm ed.

When he and Yusa recognize each other in the station,
Murakamgropes in his pocket for his (replacement) pistol and
beiatediyremembers that he gave it to Sato the night before. On
anunconscious level this forgetting is clearly deliberate.
Murakamwants to give Yusa the opportunity to kill him-to punish him
forallowing his pistol to be stolen and used to harm innocent
peopleWhen Yusa halts within a grove of trees and points the gun
atMurakami, both men stand stock still until Yusa fires, wounding
thedetective in the arm. Murakami then advances slowly toward
Yusauntil the latter wildly fires off two more shots, emptying the
pistol. Iis notable that in this part of the sequence M urakami
does not dodgor crouch or attem pt to charge Yusa. He seem s to
want to offer hiadversary the best possible target, and only Yusa's
unsteady nervesprevent him from killing the detective. Had Yusa
killed or seriouslydisabled Murakami with the first shot , he then
wouid have been freto use the remaining two builets to wreak
further havoc on societyMurakami is motivated in this sequence by a
psychological compulsionthat is totally oblivious to any sense of
social responsibility. I

undoubtedly would have seemed oniy just to him to be killed
byYusa, but this would not be the sort of justice the police are
expectedto uphold.

Fortunately for both Murakami and society, he can regardbeing
wounded in the arm as the punishment destiny has chosen fohim and
then feel free (after he has retrieved his pistol) to go afteYusa
and cap ture him. Richie says that when Murakami and Yusa lie

side by side in a field of flowers after the detective has
succeeded inhandcuffing the killer, ...bo th [are] so mudcovered
that it is difficultto tell which is which. They look identical
(60). Actually, havenever had much trouble telling the two
characters apart in thisection of the film, but for those viewers
who do, Kurosawa providesan easy means of distinguishing them at
the end of the sequenceYusa is the one who cries out in anguish.
The significance of this cryneeds to be considered.

Stephen Prince interprets Yusa's heartrending wail as
anexpression of rem orse and m isery (96). But it is in fact
quit
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similar cry at the conclusion of the climatic battle scene in
The SevenSamurai and in that film he has nothing in particular to
feei guiltyabout or to fear in the future.) I tend to regard Yusa's
cry as thenon-verbal equivalent of Kurtz 's "The horror The horror
" at the

climax of Conrad's Heart of Darkness and it is no easier to give
adefinitive interpretation to Yusa's utterance than to Kurtz's.One
thing is clear about Yusa's wail, though: whatever

emotion the captured criminal is expressing, Murakami does
notshare it. As Yusa lies wailing on the ground, Murakami rises up
to asitting position and iooks down at his captive in apparent
puzzlement.His guilty identification with the kiiler has been
broken by thecaptu re and-especially -the retrieval of his pistol.
After he handcuffs

Yusa at the end of the chase, he immediately checks his pocket
tomake sure the gun he had picked up is still there; in the
remainder ofthe sequence he crad les it in his hand. Since there
are no bullets leftin the pistol, it is clear that Murakami is
holding it for emotionalrather than physical security. Retrieval of
the Colt reaffirms hisidentity as a detective, a man firmly on the
side of law and o rder, notcrime and chaos. At this moment in the
film Murakami can beconfident that he and Yusa are completely
different.

But this confidence is wavering in the coda of the film, a
scenebetween Murakami and Sato in the older detective's hospital
room.Murakami begins a statement to Sato, "But somehow feel
thatYusa...," but Sato will not let him complete it He says he
remem bershis own first case (when he presumably felt as Murakami
now does),but he assures the young detective that "sympathetic
feelings fade intime"; "in time you'll forget [Yusa]." The message
is that in order to

fulfiil his

duty as a police officer, to protect "good people" from
"badpeople" like Yusa, M urakami m ust repress his capacity for
empathywith evil doers. The advice is doubtlessly sound from a
professionalstandpoint; the viewer, however, may be left with
doubts aboutMurakami's ability to follow it.

Despite the complexities of characterization that Kurosawabrings
to his protagon ists (including the doctor in Drunken A ngel aswell
Matusunaga and Murakami) and the moral ambiguities
thosecompiexities carry wit h them, both Drunken Angel and Stray og
inthe last analysis remain firmly within the norms of their genres:
the
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scot free, they murder the protagonist of the film, Nishi, who
wastrying to bring them to justice toav enge his father's death .
Kurosawaseems to be pointing out that the police, adequate to the
task ofapprehending lower class criminals like Yusa, are powerless
againstthe criminals who control big business and politics. This
message is

so contrary to norms of the action thriller (and, since the
characterof Nishi is partly based on Ham iet, to those of the
Revenge Tragedy),that most viewers probably react to the film as
Donald Richie does"This truth is completely unpalatable, unsavory"
(146). DrunkenAngel and Stray Dog are more successful films than
The Bad Sleep ll largely because they do supply the expected
endings-insteadof, say, allowing Matsunaga to go off to the country
to restore hishealth or having Murakami killed by Yusa.

In igh and Low, 1963, though, Kurosawa, instead of
remainingwithin convention (as in Drunken Angel and Stray Dog
orcompletely subverting it (as in The Bad Sleep Well succeeded
intranscending it to produce his most original and
completelysatisfying thriller. A long fiim (143 minutes). High and
Low is in asense two fiims. The first is a nsuchoioqica study of
the shoemanufacturer Gondo (Toshiro Mifune), who must struggle with
the

decision whether to ransom back his chauffeur's son (who
waskidnapped by mistake instead of Gondo's son) or use the
samefunds to gain control of a shoe manufacturing company. The
secondfiim is a police procedural following the efforts of the
authorities toapprehend the kidnapper and get back the ransom Gondo
ultimatelyagreed to pay. But at least two unusual tilings happen in
this secondfilm. The poiice allow the kidnapper to try out the
potency of somheroin he has purchased by kiliing a junkie with an
overdose. If thi

event does not suggest Ihat the poiice are as ruthiess as
thekidnapper, it siightiy undermines the viewers sense of their
unailoyedtriumph in capturing him. And the iast speech of fhe film
is given notto a representative of the police or to Gondo but
instead to themurderous kidnapper who is awaiting execution. This
speech is bitter condemnation of the inequalities of the Japanese
capitalissociety which have made it possible for people like Gondo
to live iair conditioned comfort high on a hiiitop above the sordid
lives othose like the kidnapper sweltering in slums down below.
This finaspeech in no way justifies tiie kidnapper's crime, butit
does indicate
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early genre films Kurosawa dem onstrates true originality within
theconfines of convention , and in his probing of the mysteries of
humancharacter through his protagonists, he points the way directly
to themore boldly original film that made him intentionally famous
in 1950,

Rashomon.

Notes

' W hen Okada comes in search of Miyo af Sanada's house, he
firstrefers to her as his girl, then as his wife, but take the wife
as anexaggeration intended to reenforce his claim to the woman.

Works C i t edKurosawa, Akira. S omething Like an Autobiography.
Trans. Audie

Bock. New York: Aifred A. Knopf, 1982.Prince, Stephen. The W
arrior s Cam era: The Cinema of Akira

Kurosawa. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton UP, 1991.Richie, Donald. he
Films of Akira Kurosawa. Rev. ed. Berkeley: U

of California P, 1984.
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