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Yojimbo: Ronin, Betrayer and Hero.

The movie Yojimbo is an interesting story, from what I have seen it stands as a samurai film but also borrows heavily from American film and Spaghetti Westerns. Although it’s combat is with katana and features sword fighting that would fit just as well in a film set several hundred years earlier (besides the lone and single ‘gunslinger’ villain) I found Yojimbo gave a sense of being a combination of both Film Noir Gangster films and a Western.

From the western it borrows the arch-type of a lone ranger and gun for hire, the conflict at high noon and the little town held in the grip of distinct ‘outlaws’. From film noir it borrows the femme fatale, the corrupt underworld of gambling, prostitution, thugs and a hero who acts outside of law or conventional honor. 

Besides the idea of gangsters the music and film shots continue to reinforce a more or less western feel (quite possibly because the film maker saw and appreciated the similarity between the idea of a Ronin and the myth of a Cowboy).

Almost immediately after we have had the samurai film opened to us it begins to take from other cultures beyond the traditional system of Japan. The introduction of a rapidly growing middle class mirrors a theme that dominates a great deal of American and capitalistic culture.

In Samurai film a common archetype is that of the ronin, a Samurai who has lost his master and position whether by fault of his own or forces outside his control. The main character Sanjuro is a ronin, but at the same time he depicts many of the traits of a classic cowboy ‘stranger’. He enters the town with no past to give to the other characters or the audience. After arriving Sanjuro begins selling himself as a gun for hire and begins a bidding war between the opposing sides. The ronin depicts several different sides and leaves him open as a blank slate of action and opinions that the viewer can form an individual opinion on out of ambiguity and half musings this is common in both Westerns and Film Noir Protagonists.

With this technique He shares with the audience an equal knowledge of the situation. Through the sharing of information via being an observer himself and the sharing of moral ground with the audience via ambiguity of his character Sanjuro opens himself up to act as an agent for the viewer in the world we perceive. Taking action for us and pulling us into the story, This technique and the art of the film maker and the shots struck me with a sense of similarity between Akira Kurosawa’s Yojimbo and Orsen Welles’ Citizen Kane.

His first employer declares a classic of western mythology with the ‘high-noon showdown’ although it is adjusted and altered to fit the film noir influence of gang fights and the samurai film influence of sword fighting.

 To some extent this conflict is making a mockery of the feudal system of japan that the samurai had originated.

Another aspect of the western as a myth that is integrated quite well is that of the distinctly characterized outlaw villains, in a similar vein as billy the kid. Most memorable of these is a giant of a man and the brothers of Ushitora one of which who is strong but gruff and crude and another refined, devious and bears a revolver as his weapon of choice, A gunslinger right out of a western in a town in japan.

The film becomes deep in intrigue as it progresses, just prior to the battle the wife of Seibei wears the mask of a femme fatal, expressing the mannerism of a cordial guest or eagerly offering Sanjuro prostitutes (reinforcing on a samurai archetype of the chaste hero). But shortly after her introduction she plans or rather forces her husband to the plan of action to murder Sanjuro after his uses have been finished.

The world of the bosses Seibei and Ushitora is one of corruption and the underworld, the local law enforcement has been bought and the inspections of higher power are distracted from the heart of matters. This reminds of the mafia which features at the heart of the Godfather series and is popular amongst film noir. 

The house of ill repute that Seibei runs is blatant but there is the subtler title of ‘gamblers’ that is given to both sides, there is also a suggestion of the days of prohibition in the United States with the brewer ensnared in the dealings of Ushitora.

In the sense of Film Noir Sanjuro takes on the role of the private investigator, he holds authority with is skill and experience, but in truth no official source imparts power to him. In a similar manner the private investigator will be sought out to aide but is not an official source of expertise. As this archetype Sanjuro begins a calm and collected campaign against the apposing factions of the town, he baits both Seibei and Ushitora with his skill and ability to turn the side of war in either favor and portrays that all he wants is money. However throughout the film he gives up money and only ever takes enough to pay Gonji the shopkeeper for his food and a place to stay.\

While this works out at first eventually 

A double standard is being held through the film about war and violence, simultaneously glorifying it as well as portraying the ‘cost’ and desolation that it entails, similar concepts are explored in several westerns and Noir. Through out the film the shot style shifts between darker brooding periods, which feel similar to film-noir and the long informative periods where little is said and much of the information is conveyed visually In the tradition of the western cowboy movie.

At the end the film does not really settle explicitly on either or of the two influences, although from the character similarities of Ronin and Cowboy it would be easier to adapt the story to a western then film noir.

