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Japanesalirector Akira Kurosawa($:J% HBH; 1910-1998)in his 1954 film Seven
Samurai (K ADFRF Shichininno samura) takeswhat could have beenan ordinary action

film and transformsit into a statementon classdivision and the dichotomy betweenthe
individual and the group. The visual and thematic elementsof the film juxtaposethe
immortal, cyclic nature of the group with the mortal, temporal nature of the individual.
Kurosawadraws upon classicconventionsof both the westernand the jidaigeki (IRffVET;

period drama). Jidaigeki are period films that are normally set in the Tokugawa Era
(1600-1867)atime knownfor its peaceandprosperityalthoughthesefilms were oftenfilled
with sword fights and samurai.By focusingon the charactersand themesratherthan the
swordplay and by setting SevenSamurai earlierin a darker lessidyllic time the OVérring
States(period of the 16" century Kurosawatweaks the standardconventionsof the
jidaigeki, in order to create a film that transcends genre stereotypes.

SeverSamuraiis the story of a desperatéarming community which attemptso hire
masterlessamurai-or ronin (R A\) to defendthemselvesfrom a troop of bandits.Six of

theseronin anda former villager posingasa samurai,agreeto help the village in exchange
for food. Kurosawa does not portray these samuraias starving beggars,but rather as
impoverishedchoblemenwho valiantly organizedefensesindleadattacksagainstthe bandits.
The samuraidevisea careful plan of defensedividing the villagersinto units and training
themto defendtheir stations As the banditssuige at the village, Kambei,the headsamurai,
overseesand orchestrateshe defensesAfter the final battle,the village hasbeendefended
and the bandits slaughteredhowevey only three samuraiare left alive, and quite a few
villagers have died defending their homes.

As the final sceneopens,the farmersare seenreturningto the naturalagricultural
cycle,asthe samuraiwatchon in advanceof their departureKurosawasetsthe sceneagainst
two backdropsthefirst is arice field, andthe seconds aroadin front of the gravesof the
fallen. Kurosawasetsup a seriesof visual contrastsbetweenthe sombersamuraiand the
joyousvillagers.The samuraiwho lost their mastersn the warsprior to the startof the film,
are removedfrom the group structurethat was formerly provided by their masters,and
becauseof the samurai©higher classstatus,they are not able to join into this collective
celebrationof rebirth as the villagers plant rice [Image 1]. A senseof classis so firmly
ingrainedinto the minds of the farmersthat they can no longer welcomethe samuraiinto
their village. They had already struggledto call on the samuraiin a time of crisis; it is
impossible for them to reach out the samurai in a time of peace.

1 The Warring Statesperiod (%[ Rff{, sengokujidai) was a time of social upheaval,political
intrigue, and nearly constant military conflict in Japan that lasted roughly from 1468 to 160
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Image 1

Kurosawahighlights the classdivide betweenthe samuraiand the villagersin two
ways. The first is the separatiorof Katsushirothe youngestsamurai,and Shino,a farmei
daughter During the course of the movie, Katsushiroand Shino fell in love and slept
together However they wereonly ableto connectduring the crisis because¢he samuraiand
the villagers were temporarily united againstthe bandits,and eventhenit was a forbidden
love. Now thatthe crisisis over, andthe banditshavebeendefeatedthe two classesannot
coexist.This needfor separations apparento both of the lovers,sowhenthey part,they do
not needto useany words;thereareno goodbyesasit is impossiblefor their two worlds to
meld. Shino walks back to her community and stepsinto line with the other rice-picking
women,symbolizingher returnto the communityof the village [Image 2]. As shebeginsto
sing, sheharmonizeswvith the group,which joins herto the village andcementserreturnto
the community Katsushirocannotfollow her. After Shinojoins the rice planters,Kurosawa
cutsto a shot of Katsushirogazingafter Shino. Thereis a streambetweenthe two lovers,
which visually representghe social divide betweenKatsushiroand Shino. This frame is
nearlyidenticalto the earlierone of the threesamuraigazingbackat the villagers. Shinois
with her village on oneside of the stream,and Katsushirois with the samuraion the other
Theyareseparatedecausef class,but this separatioralsoemphasizeShino®involvement
in the group and Katsushisoidentity as an individual.
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Image 2

The secondwvay Kurosawapresentghe classdivide is in the burial of the dead.Even
in deaththe samuraremainseparatedrom the commonersWhile the villagers@ravesform
a little societyof hillocks and bumps,eachsemi-indistinguishablé&om the next, the graves
of the samuraiare separateThey are larger and abovethe villagers@raveson the hill, and
each individual samuraican be identified from the others by his sword and his own
identifying flag [Image 3]. Although the samuraiare respectedthey are not welcometo
integrateinto the community andthis is apparenin the placementnd constructionof their
graves.The upperclasssamuraibothliving anddead,remainsegregatedrom the village of

working-class farmers.

Image 3
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The farmersarea community andoncethe crisis hasended they returnto their rice
fields. Theserice fields are representativef the communityandthe renewalof life. Justas
the fields areregenerate@achyear, the groupspringsup anewfrom the ashesof their dead.
Both thefields andthevillage arecyclic. In suchagroupeachdeadmanis easilyreplacedoy
severalliving men, making the lives of the individuals secondaryto the life of the group.
Kurosawa portrays the villagers as a community by showing them moving togetherin
chantinganddancingasthey rhythmically planttheir crops[Image4]. The replantingof the
fields becomesa festival of life andrebirth, celebratingthe power of the group. Children,
representingebirth, help with the planting of the crops.The fallen, alreadyforgotten,have
becomeonly smallbumpson a hill, smallbumpsthatthe farmershavetheir backsto asthey
proceed with the life of the group.

Image 4

The Samurai,on the other hand, cannotforget the battle so quickly, for they are
individuals, and individuals, unlike a community cannotreplacedeaths.This inability to
replacethe fallen makeseachindividual deathtragic. The samuraihave beenportrayedas
individualsthroughoutthefilm. Eachonehasbeengiven his own personalityandwhenthey
die no one canreplacethem. Kambei, the headsamurai,concludeshe scenewith the line:
OThedarmershavewon, notus.(Kambei,after sayingthis, turnsto facethe gravegImage5].
By turning to face the graves,he is both explainingwhat he meanswhen he saysthat the
samuraihavelost, and he is foreshadowinghis own and all individuals@ventualdeathsin
addition to possibly presagingthe eventualdemiseof the samurai.Becausesamuraiwere
individuals,they could not bethevictors, for whena battleis foughtby individuals,eachloss
is a tragedy and every man who dies can neverbe replaced.The community cannotfight
battlesby focusingon the deathsof the individualsbecausen orderto win; one mustallow
the outlying housesto be burnedto safeguardthe majority. Individual sacrificesmust be
made for the community to triumph; however this meansthat the samurai,who are
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individuals and do not belong to the communal,cannotcome out victorious. While the
community is immortal, every individual is on a road to death.

\ \ \

ra—

Image 5

Kurosawabalancescommunity and individualism and life and death showing the
importanceof both. He usestwo main visual symbolsin this sceneto standin for these
conceptslLife, asrepresentedby the rice fields, is the domainof the group while death,as
representedby the graves,is the domainof the individual. Kurosawasetsthe villagers, the
group,in therice fields, butthe samuraitheindividuals,in front of the graves By doingthis,
he strikes a balancebetweenlife and deathand connectstheseconceptsto the roles of
individual and group. Both the individual and the group are essentialas men are all both
individuals and membersof a community As an individual eachmanis uniqueand mortal,
but as a member of the group man is allowed a portion of immartality



