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cinema

Kurosawa's Shakespeare

by Tanvir Mokammel

wide range of pgifted filmmakers,

different in temperament and in

cultural background. from all
different parts of the world. toyed with
the idea to make films on Shakespeare's
plays. Akira Kurosawa, the Japanese
maestro and a virtouso stylist, was no
less attracted by the great dramatist.

Among the prominent film-makers
DW Griffith in the silent era filmised:
“The Taming of the Shrew"” (1908). |
never got the opportunity to watch the
film but I wonder how Griffith on a
silent screen did actually tame the
shrew! Among the films made on
Shakespeare's plays, the most well
known is perhaps Lawrence Olivier's
"‘Hamlet” (1964). Though very well-
acted, Olivier's "Hamlet" was, more or
less an extension of theatre. So far cin-
ematic language is concerned, "Mac-
beth" by Orson Welles, may be a better
piece of work. Tarkovsky, the inim-
itable image-maker of our times, staged
‘Hamlet" as a play, | wonder how he
would visualise the Prince of Denmark
on screen!

Perhaps due to possessiveness of the
English people about Shakespeare, the
courage to experiment, and improvise
on his works, are more conspicuous in
the non-English countries. So no won-
der that the best Shakespeare film-
makers emerged away from the Albion's
shore. Kurosawa, Kozintsev, Orson
Welles, Zefirelli, all have one thing in
common, none of them are English.

I T is interesting to observe how a

When Kozintsev declared to make
"Hamlet" people wondered whether it
was possible to make a better "Hamlet"
than Olivier's one. Kozintsev proved it
was. Who can forget the superlative
performance by Innokenti Smok-
tunovsky! Similarly’ one wondered
whether it was possible to make any
better King Lear (1972) than the Kozint-
sev's one. But in "RAN" Kurosawa proved
otherwise.

The three important filmisation of

Macbeth were Orson Welles's "Macbeth"
(1948), Roman Polankski's "Macbeth"
(1971) and Kurosawa's Japanese version
of it — “The Throne of Blood" (1957). The
path to royal throne is smeared with
blood all along the way. In the dehu-
manised world of Macbeth, the sway of

When Kozintsev declared to make "Hamlet"

better "Hamlet" than Olivier's one. Kozintsev

any better King Lear (1972)

cruelty, conspiracy and intrigue reign
supreme. Kurosawa also had a Japanese
title for the film — "The Castle of the
Spider's Web". With a creative cinematic
change in visuals, Kurosawa changes
Shakespeare's Birnam Wood into Spi-
derweb jungle and Dunsinane becomes
the Spiderweb castle and we meet the
Japanese Macbeth, a cruel faced Take-
toki Washizu, the ambitious warlord
played with elan by Toshiro Mifune.
Since Kurosawa's first major work
"Drunken Angle” (1948), Mifune re-
mained his chief protagonist, and Mi-
fune's portroyal of Macbeth was un-
paralled. .
Spiderweb, the very name itself gives
an eerie feeling and may remind one of
Gloucester's of quoted uttering from
"King Lear", "as flies to wanton boys are
we to th' gods — they kill us for their
sport’. The way Washizu and Miki get
lost in that hunted jungle, the jungle it-
self takes the metaphoric image of a
spiderweb where the fates of human
beings are stuck helplessly to a giant
web, sewn by an unseen spider. As a
cinephile the visual effects of broken

leaves and branches, the geometrical -

compositions of "The Throne of Blood"
always fascinated me. The theme of
“Macbeth", too some extent. is about the
ambiguity of human existence, The
labyrinthine forest aptly symbolises
the labyrinth of Macbeth's as well as
our complex human mind.

The values and ambience of Kuro-
sawa's Macbeth belongs to the mili-
taristic Samurai tradition of medieval
Japan devoid of tenderness, love and
gratitude. The social structure in which
Kurosawa places his plot is highly hier-
archical, at aone layer are the megalo-
maniac warlords and at the lower rung
are the common soldiers, servants and

-hapless messengers. Kurosawa's sense

of social realism get reflected, when in
this otherwise jingoistic violent milieu,
he suddenly shows a lyrical sequence of
farmers harvesting rice showing the

economic base of this belligerent social
fabric.

Shakespeare's evil characters are
loners, alienated. Their fall becomes ev-
ident when a trait of their character
transgresses the welfare of the collec-
tive, like Macbeth's unbridled ambi-
tion. Kurosawa presents his Macbeth
not just as an isolated phenomenon, but
a cruel initiator of the system and him-
self a victim of the system as well.

The shrill tune of a flute during the
title card hints the premonition of the
evil things to follow. The film begins
with a chanting prayer on the sound-
track and we are told that this is the
Spiderweb Castle where an overambi-
tious warlord lives. ;

Kurosawa's Lady Macbeth, Asaji
(what a great piece of acting) could eas-
ily provoke Wasizhu to commit parri-
cide by convincing him that the present
overlord also captured power by mur-
dering the previous one. It is an eternal
cycle of evil. In a shrill monotone Asaji
utters her maxim that the way of the
world is, you have to strike first, kill
first. Otherwise you will be killed. With
a very few words Asaji succeeds to im-
plore Washizu to go for the kill. This
reticent mise-en-scene belongs to the
Japanese Noh tradition. Similarly the
white-painted face of Asaji is part of the
Noh tradition as well.

Later on to show the distance be-
tween Asaji- and Washizu. Kurosawa
employs the spatial technique. They sit
far from each other, an exemplary use
of screen space to show the psychologi-
cal distance between the husband and
the wife, a technique so effectively ap-
plied by Orson Welles in "Citizen Kane".

‘Rurosawa did not hesitate to stray
from Shakespeare's storyline. Shake-

speare’s Macbeth would not be killed by

someone wormnan born. Hence Macheth
had to be killed by Macduff. But in "The
Throne of Blood", Wasizhu, Kurosawa's
Japanese Macbeth. gets killed by his
own soldiers. Kurosawa does not indi-

than the Kozintsev's one. But in "RAN"

people wondered whether it was possible to make a

_ proved it was. Who can forget the superlative
performance by Innokenti Smoktunovsky! Similarl

y one wondered whether it was possible to make

vidualise the soldiers. We see them en
masse and watch. the arrows coming
and piercing Wasizhu's body from all
different directions. As if the arrows
come, as Wasizhu's nemesis, not from
some bowmen but from his destiny it-
self. What a brilliant finale to end a
film! The fatal arrow hits from a side we
never thought of and it pjerces Wa-
sizhu’s throat. The soundtrai:k becomes
conspicuously silent. And then comes
the same chant with which the film be-
gan — deploring the limitation of hu-
man ambition.

Close up had always bern an useful
device in Kurosawa's art. In "The
Throne of blood" he made bountiful use
of it. In the last close up, just before his
death, Mifune with his expressive face,
was at his best. The angry belligerent
face that he donned throughout the film
suddenly becomes the face of a tranquil
person. as if after all the turmoils and
agonies, he finally returns to peace with
himself, at last!

In the end the all powerful Wasizhu
falls prostrate before the feet of his own
feot soldiers. We realise that the wheel
has come full circle. The omnipotent all
menacing feudal overlord is now at the
mercy of the common soldiers. "The
Throne of Blood" is perhiaps Kurosawa's
most progressive film. The arrow-rid:
den body of Wasizhu may spring in
mind the arrow-ridden lbody of Vismwa
of "Mahabharat" as well, and the film
attains an epical zenith. -

And regarding humanism, especially
if we compare with Polanskis "Mac-
beth”, where it is not human endeavors,
but the dark forces of witcheraft that
ultimately wins., and the two other
Macbeth films mentioned earlier, Kuro-
sawa's one is perhaps the most close to
Shakespeare's comprehensive and ro-
bust view about life.

The first "King Lear” was made by
Edwin Thanhausser, way back in 1916,
during the silent era.

Among the recent productions are

Kurosawa proved othierwise.

Jean Luc Godard's "King Lear" (1987).

which has little of Shakespeare and
SECINS more a consc ious experiment of
Jacques Derrida's di:constructionism. It
is the story (rather the non-story, as
Godard was a great exponent of non-
narrative cinema) ol one Don Learo, the
Mafia Don and his daughter Cordelia.

Peter Brook. the maestro of the stage,
made two film versions of King Lear.
One was in 1953 in the United States
with Orson Welles playirig the main
protagonist. And the other one was in
1969 in Britain with Paul Schofield as
Lear. As a filmmaker Broo'k's success in
either orie was limited. Ttie reason per-
haps, cinema as an artform, was not his
first lovez. Though the Schofield’s one is
very exquisitely photuagraphed, yet
theatricality and not film language,
dominated both the productions. May
be amcng the different filmised "King
Lear” {(1970) the one by Grigory Kozin-
strev was most rigorously conceived
and had the classic bend in its structuire.
The beauty of the film vvas qualitatively
enhanced by Shostokovitch's scintillat-
ing musical scores.

Shakespeare had quite a few old pa-
triarchs — Prospero, Hamlet's father or
the Duke of "Measure for Measure'. But
Lear, the egotist old king, stands ot:t.
May be each juncture of history has its
own Lear. During France's transition
from feudalism to baurgeois economy
we find Balzac's Old 'Goriot, in Russia,
Turgenev created his own "King Lear of
the Steppes” and Tolsitoy, who was not
fond of Lear, with his tragic death out-
side home, ironically 'became onel

Lear's time wag, according to
Gloucester, "Love coals, friendship falls
off, brothers divide, in cities mutinies, |
in countries discorcl, in places treason,
and the bond crack’'t. wixt son and fa-
ther”. Bond was the keyword. In that
world of ingratitude iand unscrupulous
self aggrandizement, relationship based
on human "bond" was all important.

Kurosawa in "RAN" placed the conflict.
the bond crack't vsixt son and father, be-
tween Lear and 'ais sons, which in me-
dieval Japan wsis much more plausible
than between Le:ar and his daughters.

As a piece of visual cinema. Kuro-
sawa's "RAN" is captivating. The se-
quence of the attack on Lear's castle by
the forces of 'nis two treacherous sons is
one of the best war sequence ever shot. A
broeding si'ence in the ambience. posi-
tioning of camera, the effective music.
the moveraents of the extras. all work
brilliantly together to portray the in-
humanity and futility of war, Though
sometiries the visuals of the battle
SCENnes are a bit gory, yet this scene re-
mains, no doubt a gem of an anti-vio-
lence sequence in the whole history of
cinerna, may be comparable only to
Coppola’'s helicopter attack on a Viet-
narnese village in "Apocalyse Now" Gr of
Sipilberg's D-Day landing in "Saving
Private Ryan". And regarding the use of
¢olour, this particular sequence, actu-
ally the whole film of RAN can be a text-
film. We watch how red as a colour
scheme gradually becomes more and
more dominant as violence increases
on the screen. And at the end the whole
SCreen turns into a tapestry of red,

RAN enriched itself with another
phenomenon, that is; Buddha's max-
ims. On the backdrop of gory violence
and abysmal anarchy, Buddha's mes-
sage for peace adds a special dimension
to the film. And after all those cathartic
€xperiences, a profound sense of opti-
mism ultimately shines over the cruel
violence around,

Until last century, Shakespeare be-
longed to the stage. But with the advent
of Cinema, the prospect to visualise the
nuances of human nature has elevated
to another plain. And among Welles,
Kozinstrev, Godard, Zeferilli, so far the
best visualisers of Shakespeare on
screen, Kurosawa somehow stands tall.
With only to Shakespearean films,. his
achteyerr}vf:n; is monumental. Had
Shakespeare watched Kurosawa's power
to create images,, his craftsmanship to
portray the unfathomable depth of hu-
man nature, he would have exclaimed.
life is a not a stage, but a screen!

With his sense of historic realism, he Wwriteris a front-ranking film-maker of the country

fiction

Purnimar Raat or, The N

by Gautam Sengupta in Bangla Translated by Mir Waliuzzaman

IKE any other serious
predicament, it all had started
ost ordinarily. And, .... if the

phenomenon which is being
considered to be the underlying reason
of everything is found correct. then jt
should boil down to a very simple af-
fair, after all. Because ... the darling
daughter used to be cross with her par-
ents regularly, as they happened to be
late retuming home almost daily. And,
for that matter ... who would like to
come back to an empty home every-
day,... unlock the front door.... and wait.
and wait for them ... sitting all alone?
Jiji. however. was never to return
home straight from her school. She had
to attend her tutorials four times a
week, and music and dancing classes on
Saturdays and Wednesdays respec-
tively. She would spend her Sunday
mornings at home. taking painting
lessons; Had she, then, got mad at seeing
the yellow note posted on the refrigera-
tor ... after she had just been back from
the weekly dancing session? Certainly
she was ... or. why should she crush the
chit in her palm angrily, and throw the

paper ball away so fiercely, blindly that
it rolled under the sofa and rebounded
from the wall?

But that missive was such an ordi-
nary one! That simple letter read like
this: Kiddy adarling mine, your sand-
wiches are in the hot-box; please eat
them after washing your hands well
using Lifebuoy liquid. In case auntie Mi-
tra phones, tell her we'll be late retumn-
ing home tonight. Pay Shubal twelve
rupees when he arrives with the laun-
dry; you'll find the money under the
telephone address-book. Be a nice,
goodie-goodie kiddy. OK? Your dearest
Mum-Mum-Maa. -

Now ... if this endearing note from

her mother had angered Jiji (that is, if

she had read that at all and afterwards
got enraged), then, immediately after
she had read the letter, or otherwise, ...
sometime after she had got back home
that evening ... she had thrown her
satchel (possibly stooping a little, fol-
lowing her very favourite Azzu's style),
aiming to land that on her hed, in her
room. But the heavy bag perhaps had
grazed the bedroom door and fell a cubit

ight of the Full Moon

away [from the wall where a mirror was
hung, which was, right on the left of the
box containing her new Reeboks.

[t's also difficult to surmise if she at
all had made faces then at her grandma
(at her photograph actually, as was
customary with her) or secretly dropped
hints of her formidable resolve. Of
course it might have so happened that

- she hadn't ever considered taking any

such vow!

On the wall facing grandma were the
busts of the always apathetic Azhar,
black-shirt Jackson and one-earring-
adorned Sachin, hung in a row. In the
mirror, Jiji might have exchanged
quick glances with Jackson as well:
right then, she might have considered
returning Rimpy's cassette. But during
that fateful evening, she had not ven-
tured towards Rimpy's place though. On
the contrary, she had proceeded in the
opposite direction, leaving the Buddhist
temple on her left. As soon as she
switched her Sony walkman on, ... her
favourite tune was playing ... Did you
even stop to notice the crying earth, the
weeping shores!

But things were different with Jiji
during grandma’s days ... that is, when
granny was alive. As soon as Jiji's foot-
steps were heard on the stairs outside,
she would open the door ajar to receive
her. As Jiji used to enter into the house,
granny would gather her fondly in her
arms, taking the satchel off her shoul-
ders, complaining eamestly all the time
.... who says ii's a school-bag ... it's a
veritable balel Jiji would lose no time ...
she would wash her hands and face in a
jiffy and sat down to eat her repast,
holding onto her grandma like an ap-
pendage. The old lady always gave her
most delicious and exotic tiffins to eat —
milk and ripe bananas mashed with
soft rice, fine flattened rice steeped in
hot milk and mango juice, sweetened
and condensed milk or some other
recipe, not quite known to or favoured
by Jiji's mum-mum-maa and her likes.
Grandma's fingers would delve into Ji-
ji's hair and caress her scalp ... darling,
your mum-mum-maa will be a little late
to-day ... she would softly say. Oh, don't
mention her, grandma .... Jiji would
sultrily interpose ... her face buried in

her granny's cosy, reassuring lap. No
dear, good girls don't say such things
about the elders .... God Almighty will be
angry with you ... granny would says.
and then, as if to better compensate for
her mother's absence, she would be re-
counting the favourite fairy tales for
Jiji s pleasure.

It was apparent that Jiji had not
washed before leaving the house that
evening. The toilet was thoroughly dry.
The wash basin was a little tinted with
coke though. So, it was conjectured that
she had partially used a can of Coca-

Cola (that her father used to dilute his
drinks of rum) and drained the rest
down the sink. The empty can was

found one the sofa.

It's still not quite clear why she had
left home. maybe the familiar fragrance
that used to exude from her granny's liv-
ing body was wafted to her by one of
those fairies in an elfin boat .... or ....
maybe she had wanted to teach her par-
ents an opportune lesson! Maybe she
was getting lost in a kind of strange
monotony, a kind of unsavoury fatigue

. she may have droned in the wavy

dark folds of an unfamiliar void ... like
an alien, like a somnambulist.... she
may have walked away in a dream .... on
her sojourn to another dream domain.
Well, for the convenience of recount-
ing the tale, let's assume that Jiji had
stopped at some place abruptly, in the
midst of her sentimental stroll. That
stoppage had roused her, rendering her
aware of the envinens. She had realised
that she had trodden on unfamiliar
grounds somewhere around the lake.
She had found stacks of huge cement
pipes on one side and dark, heavy lake
waters on the other. The full moon re-
flected in the water reminded Jiji of her
father, because it was Babi {as she

‘fondly called him) wheo had mentioned

in the morning that. it was Buddha
Purnima (full moon) that night. And
standing there, all by herself, when Jiji
was experiencing 71 creepy, chilly sen-
sation and considering to go back home
.....and setting Fer shock of hair with
the right hand in a bid to ward off her
nervousness,... about that time, Nellow

had spotted her.
To be continued
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Saint-Lazare Station, as seen

by Claudine Canetti

N the 1870s. Edouard Manet, Calude

Monet. Gustave Caillebotte and a few

other less known artists were to sing

the praises of the railways. steam
engines and the Pont de | Europe bridge.
a work ol industrial engineering whose
metal girders span and overlook the
railway’ lines.

The exhibition' starts with an enig-
matic masterpiece by Manet, L.e Chemin
de Fer (The Railway) painted in 1872
and exhibited at the Salon of 1874
where it gave rise to the sarcasm of
critics and the heinous verve of carica-
turists.. There is neither a train nor
railway lines in this painting, but thick
swirls of white smoke masking an ur-
ban landscape which is being looked at

through ratlings by a little girl in a
white dress with an enormous blue
sash. seen from the back. Seated next to
her, a young woman with a book on her
lap. looks up at the spectator. It is Vic-
torine Meurent, Manet's favourite
model who had posed for Dejeuner sur
I'Herbe (Picnic on the grass) and
Olympia and who made her last appear-
ance in this picture. The exhibition pre-
sents some of the marvellous portraits
that she inspired in Manet, including
the famous Jeune Dame au Perroquet
(Young woman with a parrot).

The caption of one of the ferocious
caricatures inspired by Le Chemin de
Fer is "two mad women, suffering from
incurable monomanetia, watch the

carriages go by through the bars of their
padded cell"...

A subtle detail discovered by the or-
ganiser of the exhibition, Juliet Wilson-
Bareau, adds extra spice to the picture.
The facade sketched in by Manet in the
background of his painting is that of a
building located in rue de saint-Peters-
bourg where, in 1872, he had set up his
studio and where he was to spend the six
happiest and most fruitful years of his
life. :

From the windows of this studio,
which, at the time, had an open view,
Manet overlooked the railway lines of
saint-Lazare station, the Pont de I'Eu-
rope bridge, a pillar of which can be
seen in the picture, and several streets

by thelmpressionists

in this district in which he had practi-
cally always lived and worked. It was in
this studio that he received and often
portrayed, his visitors; such as his
friend and almost neighbour the poet
Stephane Mallarme or his famous sis-
ter-in-law Berthe Morisot and where, in
1876, he held a private exhibition of his
paintings that had been refused by the
jury of the Salon, for the press zind the
public.

Claude Monet, for his part, is fasci-
nated by the station itself which he
paints on the spot and which inspired
eleven marvellous paintings, nine of
which are presented in the exhibition.
He had moved to the district in winter
1876-1877 after living in Argenteuil for

several years. He obtained official per-
mission to set up his easel inside the
station. Perched on a pile of crates, in a

~swirl of white, blue, pink and mauve;

smoke, he painted the departure or ar-

rival of the black steam-engines, fhe

swarming passengers on the platforms

and the busy railway workers or; the

tracks. He haunted the station {n all
seasons and painted it in many k.inds of
lighting and from various anglr:s, seen

from outside with the Pont de 1'Europe
bridge or from inside in a din that

seems audible. '

Emile Zola, whose novel I.a Bete Hu-
maine has the railway as its central
theme and begins with a ‘description of
Saint-Lazare station, is filled with ad-

miration when he sees Monet's "superb
interiors of stations”. "In them, one can
hear the rumbling of the trains plung-
ing into it and one cans see the gushing
smoke swirling beneath the huge
sheds", he wrote. "That is where paint-
ing is today. Our artists have to find the
poetry of stations just as their forebears
found that of forests and rivers’.
Another painter and another style.
Far from Monet's ethereal, light-filled
mists, Caillebotte is fascinated by the
Pont de I'Europe bridge and its crossed
girders which he paints meticulously,
working on the effects of perspective
and placing a few characters who, by
contrast, bring out the cold geometry of
the construction. ’



