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WHGC Discussion: Rashomon 
Cindy Totten 
November 28, 2011 
 
I. Moodle Information from Nate Anderson (Fall 2010) 

 
• Rashomon--Review, Discussion, Activities 
• Powerpoint Presentation—an overview of the basic plot points listed over stills from 

Rashomon, designed to foster discussion 
• Warmup Exercise: Story vs. Fact 

 
A. Excerpts from “Rashomon – Review, Discussion, Activities” 
 

Under the ruined gate 
Hard rain pours without ceasing 

Truth is elusive 
 
Brief background on the film Rashomon  
 
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 



 2 

performances.  It manages the rare feat of being both entertaining and intellectually stimulating - 
and rewards careful study.   
 
Plot Review (option: use the PowerPoint for this review and to spur discussion) 
 
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.  
 
Elements of Film (Excerpted from longer discussion) 
 
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.   
 
The film in relation to themes of this course: truth, heroism, the journey, justice…-it relates 
(obviously) to the theme of truth, and raise the question whether there can be “truth” in stories, 
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whether there can be competing truths, or whether there is only one truth, one true story and all 
other stories are false.   
-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.   
 
B. 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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Talking points for a follow up discussion:   
  
What are the “known facts” in the case of the dead samurai?  
  
What is the difference between stories and facts?  
It seems easy – stories are fictional accounts, that may or may not have basis in the facts, but go 
beyond the facts; facts describe what is known to be true  
 It’s not so easy – since in general we have access not to the facts but to factual assertions (e.g. 
“Saddam Hussein has hidden arsenals of WMDs”)  
  
So: what is the difference between “factual assertions” and “narrative constructions”?  
  
We can ask about both: who was the speaker?  is he/she reliable?  are there reasons to suspect 
that the speaker was misinformed or is lying?  
  
But there is a difference:  
  
factual assertions can be specific (e.g. that bird is a cardinal, the cardinal is red) or general (e.g. 
all cardinals are red, objects in the proximity of the earth fall at an accelerating rate of 9.8m/s2)  
  
specific factual assertions can be verified – checked by others, who should be able to determine 
whether they are true by applying some accepted standard (looking, measuring, testing); general 
factual assertions require an argument or an inference from evidence, and the evidence can be 
verified, and the inference assessed  
  
Are there analogous ways to assess narrative constructions (stories)?  Can stories be verified, 
over and above fact checking?  What questions can we ask about those?    
  
-Obviously, we can ask what facts the story asserts and we can check those facts.  (In Rashomon 
the wife and the samurai claim that he was killed by a specific dagger; the bandit and the 
woodcutter claim he was killed by sword – and there is a fact of the matter, and this could be 
checked, forensic science)  
  
We can ask about the “verisimilitude” of the story – is it a likely or plausible story?  
-Is the story consistent with what we know about the characters?  
-Is the story consistent with what we know or presume about human motivations and about the 
way things work generally?  
-Is the story consistent with other plausible stories that have been told about related events?  
  
Suppose we answer “yes” to all of the above except the last one (it is consistent with the facts 
and plausible, but it is inconsistent with another plausible account) – are we stuck?  
To go further we may have to ask questions about the narrator, to determine whether we can trust 
in the storyteller, whether he/she is biased, whether there may be reasons why the stories would 
be inconsistent.    
-Who is the narrator?    
-Why is he/she telling the story? (Note that the answer to that question is not a factual one but 
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will always be a narrative construction)  
-Is he/she reliable?    
  
Assuming we conclude that the narrator is reliable in the sense that he/she is likely to be telling 
what he/she thinks is a true story, we can ask, further?  
-What assumptions inform his/her telling?  Is he/she biased?  (e.g. the bandit is likely a disgraced 
or masterless samurai – does he want to seem equal to the samurai?)  
-What limits his/her ability to say what happened?  
-Are there contextual factors that may account for the witnesses’ report and explain why it is 
inconsistent with other accounts? (e.g. even assuming that the medium thinks she is speaking for 
the samurai and is not a deliberate fraud, she comes right after the wife and may tell a similar 
story, but one that is not so shameful for a samurai) 
 
C. “In a Grove” (http://generation.feedbooks.com/book/4205.pdf) 
 
Rashomon is based on the short story “In a Grove” by Ryunosuke Akutagawa, written at the turn 
of the 20th century in Japan. "In a Grove" is part of a collection of short stories that together 
were called "Rashomon" - there is also a short story in the collection called "Rashomon" and 
there are elements of that short story included here as well, but less directly. You could assign 
this short story in advance of seeing the film. 
 
D. Robert Altman Introduction to Rashomon from The Criterion Collection DVD 
 
Director Robert Altman discusses the innovations Kurosawa used in this groundbreaking film. 
Kurosawa is credited with being the first director to point the camera at the sun. Altman 
compares the use of dappled sunlight diffused through the leaves and constant movement in the 
forest to an impressionist painting. Because the audience is shown real things (a tree, a sword), 
the audience believes what is happening to be true. Then the audience learns a different truth 
each time another character testifies. Altman thinks this leads the audience to “the proper 
conclusion that it is all true and none of it is true. What my mind makes up and your mind makes 
up is never the same.” (Altman, Rashomon, Criterion Films DVD). For a series of essays about 
Rashomon, visit the Criterion Films link: http://www.criterion.com/films/307-rashomon) 
 
II. Discussion/Quiz Questions from Anne Cox {excerpt from email to WHGC faculty. Subject: 
“Moodle resources for fall/spring WHGC.” Sent Friday Sept. 2, 2011 at 4:56pm} 
 
Rashomon: facts vs narration 
What are the known facts in the case of the dead samurai? Pick one of the narrative constructions 
of one of the characters and describe it. Identify at least one inconsistency between this 
construction and one from another character. What is the character's (the one you are focusing 
on) motivation? What assumptions inform his/her telling of what happened? What bias might 
this person have and how might the person slant the story because of that bias (or biases)? To 
what extent does that help to explain the difference between this story and that of another 
character? 
 
 

http://generation.feedbooks.com/book/4205.pdf�
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Rashomon: the priest 
 
The Buddhist priest is, for many, the main character of the film. What is going on with him in the 
film? What is he questioning or what he looking for? To what extent does he find it (or not) by 
the end of the film? To what extent does it connect with larger questions of truth? And to what 
extent is it even independent of what happened to the dead samurai? 
 
III. Additional Activities   
 
1. Secret/Telephone. Write a sentence on a piece of paper. Give the sentence to one student, who 
then whispers the sentence quickly as if it were a secret to the next student, who whispers what 
was heard to the next student, and so on around the room. Ask the last student what was heard 
and the first student what the original sentence was. Often the sentence will change as each 
person hears and sends the message along. You can also ask each person (in reverse order) what 
was heard to trace how the sentence might have shape-shifted on its journey from ear to ear.  
(5 minutes) 
 
2.  Physical Warmup. The class stands in a circle. One person begins a simple physical 
movement, which all others repeat. The next person in line changes the movement slightly, with 
everyone copying the movement, until all students have served as leaders and the movement has 
morphed in its journey around the circle. (5-7 minutes).  
 
3. Staging an Event. Enlist the help of students and/or colleagues in staging an unusual event 
that happens at the top of class. Ideally the class doesn’t realize the event is not real. Option: the 
professor is out of the room when the event occurs. Examples: two students can have a loud 
argument with one storming out of the room; one student can be accused of stealing from 
another; a stranger can steal something in view of the students; two students can have a stage 
combat fight (must be safe, well-rehearsed, and believable). The class witnesses the event, then 
they are asked to write about what happened, what they saw. Usually the eyewitness accounts 
vary and people don’t see everything that happened. Caveat: The event needs to be safe for all 
involved. Stage something that won’t prompt students to dial 911. 
 
4. CSI. (Inspired by Nate’s Story vs. Fact exercise). Create a crime scene with evidence at 
different stations throughout the room. The evidence can be narrative descriptions, drawings, or 
real objects (a torn sweater, a trail of blood, a crumpled love letter, a chalk outline of a dead 
body).  Option: students could create the bits of random evidence themselves. Divide the class 
into small groups. The students wind through the crime scene, then each group reconstructs what 
happened based on the evidence. Variation: each group provides an eyewitness to the crime to 
testify about what happened.   
 
 
 
 


