
WHGC  Rashomon (羅生門 Rashōmon) Directed by Kurosawa Akira 
 
On Moodle: 
 
Discussion of Rashomon by Nathan Anderson via Cindy Totten that includes: 
Review, Discussion, Activities Power Point presentation—an overview of the basic plot points listed over stills from 
Rashomon. 
Includes a variety of questions for discussion, such as: 
 What is the ‘story’ of this film? 
How is this film a reflection on storytelling in general and filmmaking in particular? 
Can there be competing truths? Is there only one truth? 
What are the known facts in the case of dead samurai? 
What is the difference between story and fact?  
 
Discussion of the acting style in Rashomon by Cindy Totten 
 
 
Production and Distribution of the film Rashomon: 
 

 The first screenplay was written by Hashimoto Shinobu and entitled Male-Female.  It was submitted to a small 
company, Toyoko Company, by Kurosawa.  A budget was set for its production, but was the picture was cancelled 
in 1948 because the company decided that it was too much of a risk to finance.  Another film production company, 
Daiei, took on the project and the film was made in 1950, but only after Kurosawa added a beginning and an end 
to develop more screen action.  

 The producer of Rashomon, Nagata Masaichi, walked out on the first screening and “until the film began winning 
prizes abroad, was very fond of telling the press how little he understood his film – his, since he…often signs his 
name as executive producer. “ (Richie:1965, p. 70) 

 One of the top ten moneymakers of the year in Japan 
 Won an Oscar for the Best Foreign Language Film, 1951 
 Won the Golden Lion Award at the Venice Film Festival in 1951, and achieved international success. 
 “Considered the most honored of all Japanese films and, for a time, single Asian picture most viewed in the West.” 

(Richie: 2001, p. 139) 
 
 

Story Background: 
 

 The story of the film Rashōmon based on two short stories by Akutagawa Ryunosuke, a brilliant writer who 
committed suicide in 1927 at the age of 35 and who holds a special place in Japanese literature; extremely popular 
writer even today 

 The story Rashōmon (1915) by Akutagawa provides the title of the film and the setting/atmosphere with a 
description of dilapidated gate called Rashōmon that by tradition was believed to be the home of a demon; it also 
supplies a conversation about the devastation of Kyoto during the period of civil wars; both the film and the story 
begin in the rain; in the short story a servant who has been fired stays at the gate during the rain and finds an old 
woman stealing hair from corpses to make wigs; the servant decides to become a thief takes her clothes and runs 
away 

 Akutagawa’s story In A Grove (1921), which provides the basis for the storyline of the film, consists of a series of 
testimonies about a murdered man. 

 The source for both stories is the classical Japanese collection of some one thousand tales, Konjaku monogatari 
(Tales of Times Now Past, end of 11th century). Each of the original tales is short and begins with “now long ago.”  
In a sense, each tale represents a ‘flashback,’ much like the technique used by Kurosawa in the film. 

 The subject matter in the Konjaku Monogatari is largely taken from Buddhism and folklore, and the objective of 
the collection is two-fold: to give readers a deeper understanding of Buddhism and to entertain the masses. The 
collection is divided according to the region of the text. The first five volumes contain tales from India, the next 
five volumes of tales are from China and the remainder of the anthology includes tales from Japan.  This 
arrangement of stories follows the pattern of how Buddhism travelled to Japan and how each move transformed 
the basics of this religion/philosophy until it became a ‘new’ Buddhism for the Japanese. 

 Through such stories, Akutagawa gave his version of the tales and then Kurosawa created his own.  The 
reader/viewer then, in a sense, creates his/her own version as do the creators of a variety of artistic forms in their 
Rashomon-style creations.   
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 In regards to the script he wrote with Hashimoto Shinobu, in his autobiography, Kurosawa explains that he gave 
the following advice to his assistant directors: 

o Human beings are unable to be honest with themselves about themselves…Even the character who dies 
cannot give up his lies when he speaks to the living through a medium.  Egoism is a sin the human being 
carries with him…This film is like a strange picture scroll that is unrolled and displayed by the ego.  Some 
say they can’t understand this script at all, but that is because the human heart itself is impossible to 
understand.  

(Kurosawa. 1983, p. 183) 
 
Traditional Japanese Aesthetic Values Showcased in the Film: 
Simplicity – limited number of scenes and characters 
Suggestiveness – does not tie up loose ends (questions morality of all characters) 
Asymmetry – flashback technique with a kind of jumbled chronology 
Perishability – death of husband, deterioration of an era; in the opening scene, the monk talks about the death of this man 
and exclaims “human life is delicate, fleeting as the morning dew.” 
 
(See Donald Keene. The Pleasures of Japanese Literature. New York: Columbia University Press. 1988) 
 
 
Use of Seasonal/Natural Imagery: 
Pelting rain evokes feelings of sadness and despair. A rain of rage and also of purification, washing away the sins of 
human beings  
Man who brings in Tajomaru – found him at dusk, when the mind is not as clear 
Cloudy sky that Tajomaru stares at as he recounts his version of the tale- reflection of his soul  
Hot summer – brings out passionate (lustful) feelings in Tajomaru and also the heroine, who resisting the embraces of 
the bandit in a grove, opens her eyes wide and stares at the powerful beams of sunlight. 
Incident occurs in the forest, a setting that Kurosawa describes as a place “where the human heart loses its way.” 
(Kurosawa: 1983, p. 185)  
Stops raining at the end – takes the baby—vision of hope 
 
Rashomon effect/style: 
“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." (Nathan Anderson, 2010) 
 
Some ‘Rashomon-style’ stories in contemporary mediums include: 
• In Archie Comics Sonic The Hedgehog there was the story "Total Re:Genesis", in which a battle against an enemy robot is 

told four times, once by each of the heroes and once by Nicole (a computer, who reports on what really happened). 
Not only does each of the heroes make themselves out to be single-handedly responsible for defeating the robot, 
but each version of the story is drawn by a different artist. 

• There is a Spider-Man story by Peter David, called Eye Witness (Spectacular Spider-Man #121), where Mary Jane, Peter, 
and J. Jonah Jameson tell the story of a bank robbery where they were present. Mary Jane describes the robber as a 
menacing thug, Jameson acting bravely, and Spider-Man as a hero. Jameson describes the robber similarly, himself 
as the hero, and Spider-Man as a coward and a criminal. Peter tells the truth (apart from him being Spider-Man); 
the robber was an amateur with a BB gun, Jameson acted cowardly, and he (as Spider-Man) didn't have to do 
much. 

• The Outrage is a foreign remake of Rashomon with Claire Bloom, Paul Newman, and William Shatner. Almost a scene 
for scene remake, the only improvement on the original was that it made the husband's cause of death merely an 
accident: he falls on his own sword during the fight with the bandit. 

• In Courage Under Fire, Denzel Washington investigates the circumstances surrounding Meg Ryan's character's death in 
battle, and each member of her platoon has a different story about how it happened. One of the first people he 

• The Jet Li film Hero used a variation of this trope. It opens with a Qin soldier being granted audience with the emperor 
to tell him of how he killed three notorious assassins. The emperor, however, doesn't believe the details of the 
account, so he tells what he thinks happened. The soldier admits that he wasn't telling the truth, and tells what 
actually happened. Meanwhile there are a few other stories going on, and they all fit together in the end. The really 
cool thing about the film is that each account is color-coded — that is, all the clothing, fabric, paper, etc. in the 
soldier's story is a shade of red, in another story they are all green, in the emperor's rendition everything is blue, 
in the background storyline (the one where the soldier is visiting the palace) everything is black, and in the actual 
storyline everything is white. 

•  
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• In the All In The Family episode "Everybody Tells the Truth" Archie, Michael, and Edith recount different versions 
meeting the same Italian American plumber and his black assistant (a hilarious young Ron Glass). To Archie the 
plumber acts and dresses like a Mafia Don while the assistant is a menacing, Black Power sign throwing street 
thug with a giant afro and chip on his shoulder. To Michael the plumber is a submissive blue collar flunkie while 
the assistant is a modern-day Stepin Fetchit; an archetype of Uncle Tomfoolery. Naturally, Edith tells the real 
story. 

• Also used in The X-Files, usually as the basis for a comedic episode like in the season 3 episode "Jose Chung's From 
Outer Space", and the season 5 episode "Bad Blood". In "Jose Chung's From Outer Space", a famous author attempts 
to find out the truth behind an alien abduction by interviewing the abductees, witnesses, and FBI agents on the 
scene. Likewise, in "Bad Blood," Mulder and Scully had to corroborate their stories on what to tell Skinner about 
why a guy who most certainly wasn't a vampire got staked through the heart - by Mulder. 

• In Happy Days episode "Fonzie Gets Shot", Roger, Fonzie, and Potsie provide differing accounts over how the Fonz was 
shot in the ass. 

• More can be found at: http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/RashomonStyle 
 
Warm Up Exercise – Story versus Fact 
For groups of 3-4 students (ten minutes preparation) 
A situation took place in a nearby dorm involving an acquaintance of yours. She asks you for help to find out what 
happened. 
 
Here’s what you know “for fact”: 
1. you found her in the morning, when you’d planned to go work out, and she was passed out on the floor of her dorm 
room  
2. the door was slightly ajar  
3. she remembers nothing of the night before, only vague memories of eating dinner alone and walking home. 
4. a boa constrictor was found underneath her bed. she doesn’t own a snake and does not know anyone whose snake it 
might be.  
5. neighbors heard loud music and shouting, but can’t say for sure whether it came from her room, and can’t say for sure 
whether it was angry or playful 
6. there are several beer cans in the garbage, but otherwise no signs of drug use or abuse  
7. her iPhone is missing  
8. 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. She can’t remember any of this. 
9. her roommate had gone home for the weekend, due to a family emergency  
10. the window of the second floor dorm room was wide open, and the curtains were flapping outside of the window. 
 
Assume there is nothing else outside of the ordinary, and no other relevant facts forthcoming. 
Your group’s job is to produce a witness, someone who observed some of what happened to the young woman that night, 
and can tell a story that may help to make sense of her situation. The story should be consistent with all of the facts but 
need not make specific reference to more than a few of them. 
Rehearse the witness’s story and report “what happened” to the class. 
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