
Rashomon – Review, Discussion, Activities    WHGC, Fall 2010 
 

Under the ruined gate 
Hard rain pours without ceasing 

Truth is elusive 

 

Brief background on the film Rashomon – (note: I will likely say something along the 
lines of this brief intro to introduce the film at least on the first Friday it is shown) 
Completed in 1950, shortly after World War II, as Japan was struggling to recover itself 
after a devastating defeat, Rashomon reflects the moral and social uncertainties of the 
age.  It is, nevertheless, set during another time period, 11th century feudal Japan.    
 
Three characters seek shelter under the ruined Rashomon gate that stood guard of the 
entrance to Kyoto.  A priest, woodcutter, and commoner discuss a recent crime in which 
a samurai is killed, his wife is raped, and Tajomaru the thief (likely a disgraced or 
unemployed former samurai) is arrested for the crime.   
 
It is no accident that the central scenes of the film take place under a ruined gate - 
suggestive of a once-powerful kingdom now devastated.  The film explores above all 
the possibility of hope in a corrupted world, a world where it is impossible to tell whether 
men tell lies or whether they are so corrupt as to be incapable of discerning the truth.  It 
is a powerful illustration of the idea that no matter how convinced we are of our own 
version of events, it is always only a partial and biased account.  We cannot escape our 
own blinders; we cannot see directly the limitations of our own perspectives.   
 
The film has had enormous influence.  It announced the power and importance of 
Japanese cinema, which to that point had largely had a local market, on the world 
stage.  It established Akira Kurosawa as one of the leading filmmakers in the world.  It's 
depiction of the uncertainty that surrounds narrative and testimony has in fact made the 
word "Rashomon" into a term that describes any situation where competing 
perspectives obscure the truth.  Lawyers speak of the "Rashomon effect"; films or 
television shows, or even criminal acts are often described as "Rashomon-like."  But it is 
celebrated not just for its profundity, but also because it is a profoundly sensual visual 
accomplishment.  The camera that moves through the forest, achieving the rhythm of a 
march, and capturing the subtle alterations of shadows and light as the sun shines 
through the trees.  The pounding of the rain on the ruined gate.   The vibrant intensity of 
the performances.  It manages the rare feat of being both entertaining and intellectually 
stimulating - and rewards careful study.   

 

 

Day One –  we recommend using the first day to review the plot: who said what 
happened? what are the discrepancies in the various narratives?  this should lead into a 
brief discussion of what accounts for the discrepancies in the stories, whether we can 
decide between the different narratives and get at the truth of the situation described.  
 



For an overview of the basic plot and to get students thinking about the discrepancies in 
the stories, see the Powerpoint presentation I’ve emailed you.  Note that the Powerpoint 
slides are also contained in the dvd I’ll give you at the Monday meeting.   Additionally, 
the dvd contains a number of scenes and screenshots from the film, that may be useful 
for reviewing in class.  
 
I think that between reviewing the dvd clips and the powerpoint and the questions raised 
in the powerpoint, there will be ample material for a first day’s discussion. 
 

Day Two – There are a number of things that can be done on the second day, once the 
basic story is familiar.  Here are a few recommendations (that can be accompanied by 
review and discussion of various clips and stills from the dvd): 
 

Warmup exercises - Story vs. Fact:  
-Give small groups of students a (the same) list of facts characterizing a situation, and 
ask each group to imagine a hypothetical witness who can tell a story that makes at 
least partial sense of these facts, explaining “what happened” and why.  Then have the 
groups share with the class their stories.   
-Use this to set up a brief discussion of the difference between assertions of fact and 
narrative accounts that place these facts within a human situation of people with 
motives trying to solve problems.  Facts can be true or false; can stories be true or 
false?  Assuming that two narratives are consistent with all known facts, but are 
incompatible with each other, can we decide between them and how?   

-e.g. the list of facts might be: a young woman is passed out on the floor, and can 
remember nothing of the night before; a boa constrictor was found underneath 
her bed, and she doesn’t own a snake and does not know anyone whose snake 
it might be; neighbors heard loud music and shouting, but can’t say whether it 
was angry or playful; there are beer cans in the garbage, but otherwise no signs 
of drug use; her iPhone is missing; her best friend claims to have gone home 
around 10pm, after she and the young woman had played a game of Scrabble 
and listened to music; the window is wide open, and the curtains are flapping 
outside of the window; assume for the moment that there is nothing else out of 
the ordinary, and no other facts forthcoming.   

 

I. Talk about the “elements of film”: 

-While narrative film has something in common with literary narratives that we’ve read, 
there are notable differences, the most obvious being the use of moving pictures and 
sound to convey story.  A less obvious point is that words are put to a very different use 
in film than in literary narratives.  In film (as in theater) words are actions.  When a 
character says something they may be conveying information, but more importantly they 
are “doing something” – they are interacting with another character or with the 
audience.  They are showing who they are, they are revealing their motives, they are 
modifying their situation.   
 
-It’s useful to break down the analysis of film into three different aspects: style, story, 

and theme.  Style is perhaps a clumsy word for what I mean here, but it designates all 



of the techniques of cinema that are used to create the sound and look of the motion 
picture.  The most obvious elements of these are editing, framing and arranging 
elements within the composition of the frame (what the French much more tidily 
summarize as mise-en-scene), and sound composition (including both the musical 
soundtrack and sound design as a way of accentuating or accompanying the images).  
To talk intelligently about cinematic storytelling, you have to talk about all of these things 
and more (acting, set and costume design, lighting, pacing, camera movement).  Much 
of what we can say about at least cinematography is analogous to the kinds of things 
we’ve learned to say about visual arts in our art lectures and in the Sayre text.   
 
One exercise that would fit here is to go through some of the screenshots on the dvd 
and talk about them in the ways that you have talked with your students about artworks 
from the Sayre textbook and from Art Skinners’s lectures. 
 

-Story is the thing that we and our students are most likely to be familiar with.  When we 
ask someone about a film they saw, we usually want to know what it was about, and we 
are asking for a quick “spoiler free” summary of the story.  “It’s a film about a guy who 
….”  In a nutshell, story refers to the main characters and what they want and how they 
have to overcome obstacles in order to get what they want.   
 

-Theme refers to the ideas that underlie the treatment of the story.  At the very least, the 
film is thematically about the struggle to achieve whatever it is that the main character 
or characters are trying to achieve.  The film may aim to depict this struggle as futile or 
as challenging but worthwhile.  As a rule of thumb, a film that wears its theme on its 
sleeve is unsuccessful as a film (and we usually consider it to be propaganda or 
preaching).  The theme should be there and not be hidden – since otherwise the 
struggle that defines the story might seem an empty or trivial effort, a merely personal 
and subjective quest.  As a rule, though, effective films are those in which the theme 
does not overpower the story, just as the style should not overpower the story.   
 

II. Talk about the peculiar narrative structure of this film: competing stories within 

a story 

 

-What is the “story” of this film?  If you were to say what the film was about at a 
narrative level, I think you’d have to say that it is not about a bandit who may or may not 
have raped a woman and killed her husband, or about a samurai who got tricked by a 
bandit and may have killed himself as a result of the shame.  Rather, you’d have to say 
that it’s a film about a priest who is losing his faith in mankind and in the possibility of 
truth as a result of encountering the story of the rape and murder, about which there are 
incompatible accounts by witnesses who appear to skew their narratives in favor of 
themselves.   The real narrative drama of the film is always about whether he and the 
woodcutter can overcome the confusion they begin with, and whether the priest can 
regain his faith in humanity.  So it’s a story about a guy who is troubled by stories, and 
who may be losing faith in the “grand narrative” that guides him: that life is suffering, 
and that people do bad things to each other, but they are basically good and they do 
bad things not out of badness but out of ignorance, because they suffer and cannot 



release their attachment to the things they think of as most important.  (It would be 
worth asking, after reading our account of Buddhism, whether and to what extent this 
priest should really be troubled by the seeming lack of compassion betrayed in the 
various stories, and the self-interested character of the truth claims that underlie them).   

-How is this film a reflection on storytelling in general and filmmaking in 

particular?  We as an audience are closely linked to the characters under the gate.  It’s 
no accident that they represent an idealist (the priest), a cynic (the commoner), and an 
ordinary, decent guy just trying to get by and take care of his family (the woodcutter).  
We should be able to identify with some aspects of at least some of these characters.  
Their condition, moreover, is one of taking shelter from the elements, with water 
representing the flow of time and, possibly suggesting the flow of celluloid.  They start 
telling stories as the commoner is building a fire, that may suggest the flow of light 
through a projector.  If all that is a stretch, the subject of their conversation is the 
question how to make sense of a story seen from multiple perspectives.  We as an 
audience witness this perspectivalism ourselves, and are in the same predicament as 
they are.  When the priest has his faith restored as a result of a simple act of 
compassion we have to ask whether we are convinced, whether that is enough for us to 
get over the challenge posed by the situation.   
 

 III. Talk about the film in relation to themes of this course: truth, heroism, the 

journey, justice… 
-it relates (obviously) to the theme of truth, and raises the question whether there can 
be “truth” in stories, whether there can be competing truths, or whether there is only one 
truth, one true story and all other stories are false.  It also illustrates the importance of 
Socratic ignorance – since no matter how confident we are in our own accounts it is 
always possible that we have blind spots due to our unexamined assumptions.    
-also relate to the theme of the hero and the journey (are there heroes in this story? 
what kind of journey does the priest undertake in this story?  what about the 
woodcutter?).   
-on justice – the court that hears the various testimonies is an obvious allusion to 
questions of justice (and note that we never see the judge and jury, and the witnesses 
appear to address us in the audience directly).  How can you do justice to competing 
narratives?  (When my two daughters are both upset and tell me two different and 
incompatible stories about what went down – how can I do justice?)   
-you could consider this story also in relation to themes raised in the art reading and 
lecture – such as the theme of the sacred.  The Rashomon gate, for example, has the 
feel of a place that has lost some of its luster but still remains in some way sacred – it is 
hard not to cringe, for example, when the commoner casually breaks off pieces of the 
wall for kindling.   


