KUROSAWA

Sanshiro Sugata
(Sugata Sanshiro)

+ intro by lan Haydn Smith, season co-curator (Friday 3 February only)

Kurosawa’s accomplished debut is inspired by the life of 19th-century judo
pioneer, Saigo Shiro. The wilful Sanshiro travels to the city to learn jujitsu, but
is taken under the wing of a judo master, rapidly becoming one of the sport’s
leading lights. The use of screen wipes and weather as a tonal device are just
two of the elements used here that would become trademarks of Kurosawa’s
style.
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Akira Kurosawa often named Drunken Angel (1948) as the first of his films
where ‘| was finally myself,” adding that ‘in earlier films | was never allowed to
express myself properly’. It was also the first of his films to star Toshiro
Mifune, who went on to appear in all but one of his next sixteen films, and the
first to be scored by Kurosawa’s friend, the composer Fumio Hayasaka. So
it’'s perhaps hardly surprising if the films that Kurosawa directed prior to
Drunken Angel have been largely ignored, written off as mere prentice work.

But for anyone attracted by Kurosawa'’s fiims, it would be a mistake to
dismiss these six features as devoid of interest. They may well seem
immature, placed beside lkiru (1952), Seven Samurai (1954), Throne of Blood
(1957) or Yojimbo (1961); but in them we can watch a major filmmaker
working out his ideas and techniques, and exploring themes that would come
to fruition a few years later. Also it’s fascinating to see him applying himself to
genres that, once established as a major director, he would never revisit, such
as a semi-documentary propaganda piece (The Most Beautiful) or a
sentimental comedy (One Wonderful Sunday).

In 1936, at the age of 26, Kurosawa joined PCL Studios (later to become
Toho) as assistant to the director Kajiro Yamamoto. He was lucky in his
assignment; rather than treat his assistants as mindless dogsbodies, as did
most Japanese directors of the period, Yamamoto believed in consulting
them, helping them learn and encouraging independent thought. By 1941
Kurosawa had become Yamamoto’s chief assistant, often directing second-
unit work, and was writing scripts in the hope of being allowed to direct them.

He succeeded in 1942, when he saw an advertisement for a new novel called
Sugata Sanshiro by Tsuneo Tomita, about the creation of the matrtial art of
judo in the 1880s, and how it supplanted the more ancient art of jujutsu.
Kurosawa persuaded the studio to buy the rights and let him direct. Sanshiro
Sugata (1943) became his debut film, though all we have is a truncated
version. A pre-credit title from Toho, dated 1952, notes that 1,845 ft of the
film (roughly 20 per cent) was cut ‘to comply with the government’s wartime
entertainment policies’ and that the excised footage has been lost.

This probably suggests that Japan’s military government found the film
insufficiently loud in patriotic pronouncements. True, the chief villain, jujutsu
champion Gennosuke Higaki (played by Ryonosuke Tsukigata), generally



appears wearing western clothes, but beyond that there’s a refreshing lack of
propaganda in Kurosawa’s first directorial outing. Nor does he seem much
concerned with differences in technique between the two disciplines; as
always, it's the differing mindsets that interest him. The jutusu fighters are
shown as aggressive, impatient, scornful, where the judo practitioners are
soft-spoken and patient, treating their opponents with respect.

Pointers to Kurosawa’s later work abound. Already he was using his favourite
device for transition between scenes, the fast horizontal wipe, to energise and
speed up the narrative. The theme of discipleship, frequent in his films (Seven
Samural, for example, or Red Beard, 1965) and perhaps reflecting his own
debt to Yamamoto, makes its first outing here in the relationship between the
young Sugata (Susumu Fujita) and his sensei or mentor, the judo master
Shogoro Yano (Denjiro Okochi).

And the final open-air confrontation between hero and villain, its windswept
setting typical of Kurosawa’s taste for climatic extremes, foreshadows the
climax of Sanjuro (1962).

Philip Kemp, extract of booklet essay for Early Kurosawa DVD box-set (BFI, 2011)

Kurosawa on ‘Sanshiro Sugata’

| remmember the first time | said ‘cut-it” was as though it was not my own voice
at all. From the second time on it was me all right. When | think of this first
picture | remember most that | had a good time making it. And at this period it
was hard to have a good time making films because it was wartime and you
weren’t allowed to say anything worth saying. Back then everyone thought
that the real Japanese-style film should be as simple as possible. | disagreed
and got away with disagreeing — that much | could say. Still, | was anything
but sure of myself. | remember doing a scene with the heroine Yukiko
Todoroki, and we decided together how it should be done. | remember when
| saw an advertisement for the novel this film was based on, | intuitively
thought it would be right for me. When it came out | went to the producer’s
house and asked him to buy the rights. He did so and two days later every
major studio was wanting it. It was ideal for an entertainment film and that
was about all we were allowed to make back in 1943.

| remember the first day | met Shimura [Takashi Shimura was later the
woodcutter in Rashomon, the hero of Ikir KGR

)



