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The visual context for this assertion is important because ever present with 
Washizu in his moment of insight is his warrior's helmet, a visual 
objectification of his violent action. Before the old woman informs Washizu 
that his child was stillborn ("It had been dead within her" ), a group ofWashizu's 
soldiers talk among themselves about impending events and rumors 
circulating among the mim. With a strong wind and swirling mist in the 
background, they comment how the whole castle is shaking, how "the 
foundations have long been rotting," and how the rats have begun to leave, all 
signs of impending defeat. The next scene cuts to closed doors which are opened 
by an old hand to reveal Washizu sitting pensively awaiting news of his wife's 
condition. The only objects in the room are his helmet on the right, elevated on a 
table, and in the left background, his sword. The sword remains in the frame 
until Washizu rushes out to see his wife, prevented only by the crying of the old 
women. He then returns to his room, stands before his helmet (elevated on a 
desk atop a small platform), and cries " Fool!" several times. Then messengers 
bring news that Fort One and Fort Two have turned against him and that Fort 
Three is under siege. Cut to the war council which gives no advice, to the flock of 
birds which invades the council meeting and which Washizu interprets as a 
good omen. It is at this point that in desperation he turn:; to the supra-rational 
hope offered by the witch and goes to the forest for the final time. 

The final scene of the film , in which Washizu is killed by his own men, is the 
climactic visual representation of the thematic concerns of the film . Washizu, 
stripped of his purpose (Asaji and progeny) and self (the forest which now 
moves against him), is besieged with arrows by his own men. He becomes a 
virtual pin-cushion full of arrows; they assault his body from every angle, 
point in all directions, and suggest the disordered world in which he lives. 
Unlike the marvellous harmony of the rack of arrows which screens W ashizu 's 
discussion with Asaji earlier, these arrows which mark his end are the arrows 
of outrageous fortune. They hit and move, quivering like the legs of the 
centipede, but do not kill Washizu, at least not immediately. Even when the last 
arrow pierces his neck he refuses to die. He remains conscious long enough to 
stumble down several flights of stairs and walk into the courtyard where his 
men flee from him. Here is a man unlike other men. It is not just his brute 
endurance, we recognize, but here is a man who has transcended those " slings 
and arrows" which define the universe we inhabit. 

Washizu's final act is to reach for his sword. Whether this is an actof defiance 
or a reflex action does not matter. What does matter is that Washizu could not be 
Washizu without drawing his sword: he is one with that sword and with the way 
of life it represents. He attempts to draw the sword in a courageous affirmation 
of existence; it is his own act of being. In the face of despair which he has come to 
accept, Washizu's final act defines his selfhood and asserts his place in a 
meaningless universe. Washizu lives in a modern world which lacks moral 
vision or a sense of unity. He learns to stake his life on the chances of this earth 
but learns also to fight off the despair and the illusions we create. He is, in the 
end, a solitary person. He is cut off from nature, severed from human 
relationships, and exists through an isolated act of being while surrounded by 
hostile and enigmatiC forces. Kurosawa's Throne of Blood is the story of 
modern man's search for meaning in a meaningless world. 
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Notes 

lAs quoted by Geoffrey Reeves, "Finding Shakespeare on Film: From an Interview with 
Peter Brooks," Tulane Drama Review, 33 (Fall 1966), 117, and reprinted in Charles Eckert, 
ed. Focus on Shakespearean Films (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1972), p. 37. 

2Michael Mullin, "Macbeth on Film," Literature/Film Quarterly, 1 (Fall 1973),340. 

3Robert Ornstein, The Moral Vision of Jacobean Tragedy (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1965), p . 231. 

4E .M.W. Tillyard, The Elizabethan World Picture (London, 1943) as quoted by Ornstein, 
p. 277, who adds, "The question is whether the tragedians believed that these [moral] 
principles did in fact govern the conduct of men or express the reality of human conduct." 

SOrnstein, p . 230. Examples of other views mentioned can be found in Lily B. Campbell, 
Shakespeare's Tragic Heroes (1930), E . E. Stoll, Art and Artifice in Shakespeare (1949), 
and Willard Farnham, Shakespeare's Tragic Frontier (1950) . 

6Donald Richie, "Throne of Blood" in The Films of Akira Kurosawa (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1965), pp. 115-124. 

7Mullin, p. 339. 

BAna Laura Zambrano, "Throne of Blood: Kurosawa's Macbeth", Literature/Film 
Quarterly, 2 (Summer 1974), 270. This essay explores how the film "evolves not in the 
traditions of Elizabethan theatre but in a purely Japanese context." 

9John Gerlach, "Shakespeare, Kurosawa, and Macbeth: A response to J . Blumenthal," 
Literature/Film Quarterly, 1 (Fall 1973), 357. 

lORoger Manvell, "Shakespeare on the Screen," Humanist, 85 (May 1970) , 136. 

llJ. Blumenthal, "Macbeth into Throne of Blood," Sight and Sound, 34 (Autumn 1965), 
190-95. Reprinted in T.J. Ross 's Film and the Liberal Arts (N.Y .: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 
1970), pp. 122-33. 

12Gerlach, p . 355 

13Jack Jorgens, Shakespeare on Film (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1977), p. 
159, comments that the natural world of the film is neither benign nor harmonious. "One 
can obey the demands of honor and kingship," he notes, "or one can obey nature, as the 
banners on the backs of Washizu and Miki indicate - the scorpion preys, fights, is 
devoured by the female, and the rabbit multiplies, then becomes prey. Either way nature 
triumphs in the end, reducing individuals into heaps of bones and obliterating the 
mightiest of fortresses with an endless succession of 'tomorrows.' " 

14Richie, p. 119 

lsRichie, p. 119. He also observes that the static is negative, and the only positive "is 
that which chooses faith , which chooses to believe and does so in the face of reason, 
history, experience, and the world as it seems." 

16Jorgens, p. 157. 

17Jorgens, p . 158. 

lBRichie, p . 121. 

77 
7

McLean: Kurosawa and the Shakespearean Moral Vision

Published by eCommons, 1979



78 
8

University of Dayton Review, Vol. 14, No. 1 [1979], Art. 12

https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr/vol14/iss1/12


