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The great Japanese film director, Masaki Kobayashi, died in
1996; the centenary of his birth was in 2016; neither was
marked with any mourning or film retrospective in Japan. On
the face of it this may seem strange as it is accepted that
Kobayashi directed at least six masterworks in his career –
The searing ten hour anti-war trilogy The Human Condition
(in my opinion one of the greatest achievements in film
history, filmed between 1959 and 1962), Samurai Rebellion,
the visually astonishing 4 part traditional ghost story Kwaidan
with its hand painted sets and, of course, Harakiri (or to give
its original title Seppuku). Why, then, is Kobayashi not as
celebrated as say Kurosawa or Mizoguchi? I propose it is at
least partly due to the fact that many of his films are a deep
and obvious criticism of the Japanese in the recent past, a
recent past which many in Japan would perhaps rather
forget, or certainly not be reminded of. Other more
celebrated directors did the same but their films were
perhaps more thickly veiled. Of all Masaki Kobayashi’s attacks
on cruelty and inhumanity of authoritarian power perhaps
none are as haunting, visceral or artistic as Harikiri.

In a magnificent performance Tatsuya
Nakadai (the young upstart from our
previous film Yojimbo) stars as
Hanshiro Tsugumo, a down and out
elder samurai who enters the home of
Lord Lyi requesting to commit
honourable ritual suicide on his
property. Suspected of simply fishing
for charity, Hanshiro is told, in detail,
the gruesome tale of the last samurai
who made the same request – but
Hanshiro is resolute and will not be
moved from his original request………..
Hanshiro’s story of how he came to be
in the central courtyard of Lord Lyi’s
property is then told in a series of
flashbacks which link him to the
previous samurai.

This ties in with the time that the film
is set in, circa 1630, by which time the
Tokugawa clan (or shogunate) had
gained supremacy and inaugurated
the ‘great peace’ that would last until
1868 when the emperor (a puppet
figure under the shogunate) finally
regained control. By 1630 this resulted
in the diminishing of the power of the
daimyo (local warlords) and this
resulted in thousands of samurai being

forced out of work (their lords either
deposed or executed). Being forbidden by
Japan’s strict social code of supporting
themselves through trade or menial
labour, these ronin (masterless samurai)
and their families faced starvation. Some
became bandits; others desperately tried
to find employment with another lord or
master.

Harakiri was Kobayashi’s first Jidaigeki film.
This is hard to credit, since he takes to the
genre with such instinctive mastery that
you would have thought he had been
turning out such films for years
beforehand. Nor, equally surprising, was
the script initially written for him as it fits
so perfectly his perennial theme: the clash
between a principled individual (in this
case Hanshiro) and the requirements of a
strict, repressive society. He also famously
explored this theme in The Human
Condition and again in his other great
Jidaigeki film, 1967’s Samurai Rebellion,
starring Toshiro Mifune (below).

The critic Donald Ritchie described
Harakiri as an ‘anti-samurai’ picture
and you may see this for yourself as
you watch the film. Kobayashi clearly
see’s the ‘code of the samurai’ as
nothing more than a façade, a hollow
sham.

Kobayashi takes a measured, stylized
approached to his storytelling – in the
visuals it’s the deliberate tracking
shots, zooms and contemplative
angled overhead shots – in the
dialogue it’s the restrained passages of
stoic restraint – both of which then
give the subsequent passages of
unbridled emotion and action all the
more power.
For a film from 1962, some of the
violence is extreme; indeed the studio,
Shochiku, urged Kobayashi to tone it
down, but he refused to compromise
(Kobayashi was notoriously stubborn
and determined) and thus the film was
released according to his wishes. Upon
release, many critics were horrified by
the explicit gore of the earlier
samurai’s agonizing death, and many
Japanese reviewers took exception to
Kobayashi’s criticism not only of the

hallowed samurai tradition but of its
more recent history (Kobayashi, a
staunch pacifist, served in WW2). As
you will have gathered by now, this
was no accident; Kobayashi intended
his condemnation of his Japan’s feudal
past to stand as both an attack on
their military activities immediately
before and during World War 2 and
also an attack on the post war
corporations that came to dominate
post war Japan.

Masaki Kobayashi
Harakiri, though, was
generally hailed as a triumph,
cementing Kobayashi’s name as a
major director on the international
scene. At the 1963 Cannes festival it
missed out on the Palme D’or but was
awarded the special Jury prize – on the
strength of which the film received
strong distribution throughout the
world. Kobayashi’s mentor, the
veteran director Keisuke Kinoshita,
hated the script and initially refused to
see the movie; when he relented, he
hailed the movie as a masterpiece –
much to Kobayashi’s gratification.
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