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Dear Colleagues,

A more measured response about the acting style in Rashomon, perhaps to give a heads-up to your students:

After some Googling around, I found that Kurosawa was inspired by silent films, so that style is evident in the movie, which relies
more on visual images than dialogue. The camera lingers longer on the actors, who transition through emotions onscreen,
something we don't see as much of in rapid-paced modern movies where there are so many more cuts from one image to the next,
one character to the next, where we see in a heartbeat a character's response, where editing does a lot of the work and the actors
convey emotion through thought (simply thinking shows up on camera in subtle ways with much emotion conveyed through the
eyes). We are more accustomed to the world of jump cuts and close-ups, to rapid-fire changing of images and points of view. In
Rashomon, the camera stays on the actors much longer than we are used to, so there might be a feeling of discomfort or
impatience when watching this style of acting because we are so used to swift fragmented visuals rather than sustained images.

The rape scene in the bandit's version of the story, when the wife succumbs to the bandit, is shown through her struggle, her face,
then her hand slowly relaxes as the dagger drops to the ground (where it sticks in the dirt), then her hand gradually embraces the
bandit's back. Her eye gaze shifts to the sun through the trees above, the sense that she is transported somehow and the sun is a
witness to this act and it is the last thing she sees. The scene reminds me of the rape in the film version of A Streetcar Named
Desire: when Stanley corners Blanche, she faints in his arms, and he carries her away--she is conquered, draped and limp, all
wilted flower and gossamer gown (with similar swelling music in the background). Like the bandit, Stanley is described/portrayed
as a brutish, animalistic, lower class character who drags a fragile, higher class woman down from her pedestal. In a contemporary
film, the rape scene would likely be more graphic and brutal, more flesh shown, more actual sex. 

The sword fights between the men and the cat-and-mouse chase between the bandit and the wife may also seem longer to the
contemporary audience, but in a way more real. There is a lot of time spent with characters scrambling in the dirt (even throwing
dirt) to get away from each other. It's not glamorous as in current movies, where the fighting is rapid-fire and highly edited.
Killing another human being, fighting for one's life, trying to escape an enemy is difficult, awkward, physically taxing. Kurosawa
captures that intensity, that truth of time spent between combatants.

The bandit laughs mockingly, jarringly, abrasively when he faces authority, is cornered, or when trying to figure out a desperate
situation. The wife mocks the bandit and her husband with the same kind of laughter, throwing the bandit's jarring laugh back in
their faces. The laughter might be categorized as inappropriate laughter, which often occurs when people are uncomfortable or in
awkward social situations. Laughter releases nervous tension and can be a way of diffusing an uncomfortable situation. It can also
signify blustering, false confidence, a show of strength to undermine a tense situation or to surprise and disarm an opponent. The
bandit's laughter  is odd, unexpected, strange, inappropriate. The laughter is the behavior of a distractor, one who cycles through
different verbal modes of communication in order to confuse or to diffuse a situation. The bandit might be buying time, bluffing,
trying to figure out what to do next. 

Below are a couple of sources that address the acting style.
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I hope this helps.

Best,

Cindy

Rashomon (1950)

Roger Ebert/May 26, 2002

http://rogerebert.suntimes.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20020526/REVIEWS08/205260301/1023

The first time I saw the film, I knew hardly a thing about Japanese cinema, and what struck me was the elevated

emotional level of the actors. Do all Japanese shout and posture so? Having now seen a great many Japanese films, I

know that in most of them the Japanese talk in more or less the same way we do (Ozu's films are a model of

conversational realism). But Kurosawa was not looking for realism. From his autobiography, we learn he was struck by

the honesty of emotion in silent films, where dialog could not carry the weight and actors used their faces, eyes and

gestures to express emotion. That heightened acting style, also to be seen in Kurosawa's "Seven Samurai" and

several other period pictures, plays well here because many of the sequences are, essentially, silent.

Critical Reception of Rashomon in the West

 

Greg M. Smith  

Asian Cinema 13.2 (Fall/Winter 2002) 115-28

http://www2.gsu.edu/~jougms/Rashomon.htm

 

The range of acting styles in the film received much comment, but most of the commentary was reserved for Mifune's flamboyant
performance. Time describes Mifune's bandit as "an unforgettable animal figure, grunting, sweating, swatting at flies that
constantly light on his half-naked body, exploding in hyena-like laughter of scorn and triumph." ("Rashomon," Time, 1952: 88)

Many of the critics saw Mifune's performance in terms of animal imagery, which may be interpreted in various ways. Kurosawa
reports (Richie, 1970: 77) that he encouraged Mifune to convey the ferocity of a lion in his performance, and so one could
consider this directorial intention particularly well conveyed to the audience. Or James Davidson (1954, 497) suggests that Mifune
is incarnating an ogre, a folk figure considered to be a depiction of a foreigner. In his reading Davidson argues that Rashomon is a
Japanese attempt to come to terms with their defeat at the hands of the foreigner. Mifune's antics, which seemed to astonish the
Western press, may be construed as an attempt to depict the West for the Japanese. Or one could situate the animal imagery
invoked in Mifune's performance as an invocation of the bestial imagery of the Pacific War conflict. As Dower argues, the
Japanese "beast" may be read by Westerners either as dangerous animal or as the charming antics of a mimicking monkey,
depending on the circumstances. Westerners understand Mifune's animalistic performance in terms of a large history of racist
depictions of Japan.
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