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RASHOMON

Recent critiques of Kurosawa's wonderful film lead me to suspect that the journalists have spent more time reporting on previous, and superficial, reviews than watching the film for themselves. The film has nothing to do with illusion or alternative versions of reality. It makes quite clear what really took place in the forest, though the viewer is only in possession of all the pieces of the jigsaw in the last few minutes of the film. Most of the film is taken up with flashbacks telling each protagonist's story about a rape and murder in the forest. These stories conflict, but the woodcutter's story tells the truth, apart from a detail that does not bear directly on the drama in the forest but on the real drama of the film, which takes place three days later between another three protagonists in a ruined temple. This drama is a spiritual one, as violent as the physical drama in the woods, and attended by a prolonged heavy rainstorm that contrasts with the dappled innocent light of the forest. The three protagonists are a cynical pessimistic thief (a modern utilitarian), the woodcutter who at first claims to have found the body in the forest (but he is lying to conceal a theft of a pearl-handled knife from the scene), and a buddhist priest whose spiritual struggle is the real centre of the film. The last seconds of the film show him framed against the gate of the temple as the storm abates. The drama in the temple is the frame of the whole film; the drama in the forest the picture it holds up. The whole film can be seen as a contemplation of maya, a buddhist concept often misconstrued as illusion. This is a misconstruction because an illusion cannot be wilful. Maya is the spin which our pride and selfishness put upon our vision of the world. 

There is an interesting feminist subtext to the film. The raped bride's pitiful story is immediately suspected. The woodcutter knows that it is false. According to the testimony of the murdered nobleman, delivered through an eerie medium, she is even more degraded than the bandit. Yet, in the end, her lies are to conceal the shame of her rejection by both men. The nobleman's spirit speaks from hell, and when we know the truth we know that it was his rejection of her (he values his horse more highly) which took him there. That even the dead tell lies drives the priest to despair. The woodcutter's tacit admission of guilt reveals that despair is also maya. 

There is comedy in the contrast between the terror and cowardice of the combatants as they really fought and the macho swordsmanship which their testimonies present. The audience can soon see which parts of which story have been added or subtracted by each witness's ego, so that with the woodcutter's story the equations balance. Therefore it seems to me that the "you cannot tell which version is the truth" label is simply wrong. 

I am incompetent to tell of the technical brilliance of the film. It is a gem which needs nothing adding and which contains nothing superfluous. 


