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SYNOPSIS 

 
When Lord Murashige Araki rises up against the tyrannical Nobunaga Oda, he finds himself 
besieged within the walls of his own castle. Isolated, he is confronted with a series of mysterious 
crimes that shatter the fragile order of his court, plunging the fortress into fear and suspicion. With 
Oda’s army closing in and a traitor hiding among his ranks, Murashige is forced into an uneasy 
alliance with Kanbei Kuroda, a brilliant yet dangerous strategist held prisoner in the dungeon. 
Helped by his wife Chiyoho and his most loyal generals, Murashige must uncover the truth before 
the castle falls. 
 

 
 

DIRECTOR’S BIO  
Born in 1955 in Kobe, Japan, Kurosawa started directing 8mm independent films while studying 
Sociology at Rikkyo University. After that he was working as an assistant director under Kazuhiko 
Hasegawa and Shinji Somai. Kurosawa first achieved international acclaim with his serial killer 
film Cure. His films include Charisma, Pulse, Bright Future, Tokyo Sonata, Journey To The Shore, 
Creepy, Daguerrotype, After We Vanish, Wife Of A Spy, Serpent’s Path, Cloud, and his latest feature 
The Samurai and the Prisoner. 
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DIRECTOR INTERVIEW  
Notes and interview by Adam Nayman 
 
 
“Toss him in the dungeon; do not let anyone see him and do not kill him. Keep him alive until I say 
otherwise.” 
  
So begins Honobu Yonezawa’s 2021 novel Kokurojo: The Samurai and the Prisoner. The book, which 
won Japan’s prestigious Naoki Prize, is a work of historical fiction concerned dually with military and 
psychological warfare; it’s set in Osaka circa 1578 during the Sengoku period, known as the Warring 
States era. 
  
This backdrop of feudal tensions and fragile factional allegiances contextualizes and heightens a 
pitched and intimate battle of wills between two men. The Samurai is Lord Murashige Araki, a 
decorated and veteran warrior who presides over the well-fortified walls of the mountain stronghold 
known as Arioka Castle. His Prisoner is Kanbei Kodera, a cunning emissary of a rival clan. Kanbei has 
come to Arioka to share his thoughts about the balance of power and how it’s shifting away from 
Murashige and his supposed allies; his analysis is that the region’s reigning warlord, the ruthless and 
rapacious Oda, cannot be defeated by any means. 
  
As the bearer of bad news, Kanbei fully expects to be decapitated. His host’s unorthodox decision to 
take the messenger into custody instead comes not as a relief but an insult—one worthy of some 
ominous, even cosmic, words of warning: 
  
“If your Lordship commits that which runs counter to the ways of the world…” Kanbei turned a little pale. 
“Ye shall reap what ye sow”...and thus did the wheel of karma begin to turn. 
  
*** 
  
The films of Kiyoshi Kurosawa are about the ways of the world, and how they can turn violently and in 
unexpected directions. The 70-year old Japanese master has a grip on what it feels like to lose your 
way, your faith, or your mind; few contemporary filmmakers are more dexterous when it comes to 
grasping reality and then spinning it wildly off of its axis. His prevailing reputation is as a conjurer of 
bad karma, from hypnotic serial killers to evil trees to ghosts in the machine; the remarkable 2024 
troika of Cloud, Chime, and The Serpent’s Path hinted that, to paraphrase Kurosawa’s student and 
collaborator Ryusuke Hamaguchi, evil did exist; together they comprised an extraordinary trilogy of 
terror. 
  
The master of horror label fits Kurosawa even as it belies the true range of his output, and the 
deceptive elasticity of his style as well. The movie version of The Samurai and the Prisoner—faithfully 
adapted by the director from Yonezawa’s best-seller—is an outlier in his filmography; it’s also, 
paradoxically, a culmination, a stately and scenic detour through historical and metaphysical territory 
that intersects with Japan’s literary and cinematic legacies while plumbing its own subterranean (and 



 
contemporary) depths of suggestion. For Kurosawa, form follows function, and Kokurojo is 
meticulously designed on every level; its spartan interior spaces and treacherously twisty plot lines 
are labyrinths leading back to a great artist’s singular concerns. 
  
Or, maybe, leading straight to Hell; the inferno serves as a powerful undertow for a story steeped in 
spiritual and ideological anxiety about the paths of glory and where they might lead. Despite being a 
period piece—Kurosawa’s first feature set before the 20th Century, against a backdrop familiar 
classics like Ugetsu and The Seven Samurai — The Samurai and the Prisoner accesses the same grave, 
apocalypse-now atmosphere as his earlier, turn-of-the-millenium Charisma or Bright Future. For Lord 
Murashige, perched on a throne of blood and surrounded on all sides by enemies, it is surely easier to 
imagine the end of the world than the end of the war. 
  
The sense of impending doom is exacerbated by a series of violent deaths in and around Arioka 
Castle whose strange circumstances hint at demonic forces, or maybe divine intervention. In the 
absence of reasonable explanations, or anything like a list of suspects, Lord Murashige turns to 
Kanbei, who’s got a mind for riddles and nothing else to do with his time than play house detective. 
What’s increasingly uncertain, as the bodies begin to pile up behind the castle walls and enemies 
begin breaching them, is who’s truly in charge in the dungeon: whether the Samurai is the Prisoner, or 
vice versa; whether the man in shackles is the one with the upper hand. 
  
Freedom and submission are warring states of mind; so are reason and superstition. “What is this 
world coming to?” asks one character late in the film. “Nothing makes sense any more.” Like all of the 
greatest filmmakers, Kurosawa offers up potential explanations only to evade them; the latent, 
existential confusion on display doubles as proof of lucidity. No less than Cure or Cloud, Kokurojo is a 
scary movie; it’s also a thought experiment punctuated with a question mark, a parable about the 
traps we’ve laid for ourselves, and the possibility of escape, while we’re alive, or until somebody says 
otherwise. 
  
  
Interview: Director Kiyoshi Kurosawa 
  
Q:  How did you come to read Honobu Yonezawa's novel? 
  
A: The novel had won a string of literary prizes in Japan and was very well known. I don't read much 
fiction myself, so I had no idea about it at all until my producer recommended it to me. That said, I'd 
been interested in the Sengoku-era warlord Murashige Araki for some time. On my first reading, I 
realized that this was an unusual kind of book for Japan: a strikingly logical, meticulously constructed 
mystery novel. It was, of course, tremendously entertaining, and I felt that getting to adapt it into a film 
myself would be a really meaningful challenge. 

Q: The novel combines elements of historical drama and mystery fiction. How do you think these genres 
come together in Honobu’s writing? And how did you approach the process of adaptation? 

A: Because this is a mystery, the story naturally hinges on a crime, a motive, and a method, and those 
elements are interlocked in such an intricate and precise way that if even one piece were missing, the 
whole story could collapse. We had to be extraordinarily careful when writing the screenplay. But more 
than any of the individual criminal puzzles, the greatest fascination of the story lies in the mystery 



 
surrounding the protagonist Murashige Araki's own words and actions. The novel's portrayal of him as 
a character so unlike any conventional Sengoku warlord set my imagination racing. 

Q: This is not your first period piece but it is your first film that exists outside of anything like a modern 
frame. How did you approach this era of history? Were you interested in realism or stylization? Were 
there films or filmmakers that influenced your depiction of the Sengoku era?  Did you try to avoid obvious 
reference points? 

A: I had no intention of inventing a wholly new style of period drama. If anything, I set out to make an 
extremely orthodox jidaigeki: the kind that's actually quite rare these days. The reason is that I felt a 
sense of crisis: contemporary Japanese audiences have largely forgotten the great Japanese period 
dramas of the 1940s and 50s, which I consider the genre's richest era, and what circulates today is 
mostly period work that's been loosely modernized (which can be perfectly enjoyable on its own 
terms, as a kind of fantasy). I worry the genre itself may be falling apart. At the same time, I had a 
contradictory desire: to aim for classical form while telling a contemporary story. In that respect, the 
real Murashige Araki, who lived in 16th-century Japan, was a man with strikingly modern thinking for 
his time, which made him an ideal protagonist through whom this film could speak both to the history 
of cinema and to our present moment. 

Q: The structure of the novel and the film are similar in that they move through different seasons; can 
you talk about the landscape and setting as a character within the novel and the film? And also about the 
locations: the dungeon is a very abstract space. You’re often associated with modern, urban interiors;  
how did you approach the architecture, aesthetics and decor of the 16th Century? 

A: It's a very interesting question, but a hard one to answer. In all the films I've made until now, I've 
always wanted the locations to be places that imply a world existing beyond their edges — but this 
time, that wasn't the case. In a contemporary drama, you can be sure that the real world extends 
beyond the frame, beyond the windows, beyond the doors. But what is the reality of 16th-century 
Japan? How are you supposed to make the audience feel that "outside"? In the end, I never figured out 
what kind of world actually lay beyond the windows of an old Japanese house. Maybe making a 
period film is, fundamentally, almost the same as making a fantasy. So perhaps the dungeon scene 
wasn't the only one — every location in this film may in some sense have been an abstract space. But 
by treating each location as a kind of theatrical stage, I think the crew, the actors, and I were able to 
find our way to the reality of each scene. 

Q: The phrase “advance to paradise, retreat into hell” is very important in the novel; the story begins with 
it. Do you think that The Samurai and the Prisoner is a story about philosophy? Does the phrase have a 
political dimension to you? 

A: "Advance to paradise, retreat into hell " is a phrase that originates in old Japanese Buddhism, but I 
think it still applies very much to the present day. Everyone knows how much misery is being 
scattered around the world by the foolish posturing of those in power who are bound by these very 
words. And the many people in the grip of the illusion of economic prosperity are bound by them just 
the same. In that sense, the line that the heroine Chiyoho speaks near the end of the film — "There is 
paradise even for those who retreat" — has a major influence on Murashige Araki's subsequent 
actions, and it carries tremendous weight for me as well. 

Q: Can you talk about the approach in this film to violence? How do you deal with violence in your staging 
while still leaving things to the imagination? 



 
A: I've made many violent films over the years, but the truth is that I'm not particularly fond of overt 
depictions of violence. If you want to see real violence, you can find as much of it as you'd like on 
YouTube these days — but that isn't cinema. Violence on film, I believe, has to be real and restrained at 
the same time. You obviously can't unleash actual violence on a set, so any expression of violence has 
to come into being purely as fiction, as direction, as performance. It's a critical moment that tests the 
abilities of both the director and the actors. And precisely because it does, the instant you start 
showing off that craft, a blatant artificiality fills the screen and the viewer is pulled right out of the film. 
The line between cinematic reality and fiction is paper-thin, and it's the depiction of violence, more 
than anything, that exposes that line. 

Q:  Speaking of performance, how did you cast your lead actors? I’m especially interested in Masaski 
Suda, whose presence  is very different here from Cloud even though there’s a certain ambiguity – and 
maybe menace – that exists between the two roles… 

A: Among Japanese actors in their early thirties, there is simply no one besides Masaki Suda who can 
play a character this ambiguous and complex — someone whose true intentions are impossible to 
read, who can shift from saint to villain in a single instant. For Murashige Araki, Kanbei Kuroda is at 
times a partner, at times a servant, and at times something almost demonic. This difficult portrait of 
Kanbei would have been impossible without Masaki Suda. That said, the real axis of this film is the 
character of Murashige himself, who is tossed about by Kanbei and yet gradually finds his own path 
forward — how a man of immense power lets that power go, breaks free of it, and finally attains his 
freedom. That, I'd say, is the central theme of the film. And Masahiro Motoki played this protagonist, 
who undergoes a complete 180-degree transformation, to absolute perfection. 

Q: Can you talk about the idea of mystery in your work? As an artist, do you identify more with the 
character of the samurai  ( the one who wants to know)  or the prisoner,  the one who seeks to explain? 
Or do you see yourself in both? 

A: My view is that, in a film, the author has an obligation to provide an answer to every mystery he 
poses. At the same time, I don't think it's necessary to explain the reasons behind the protagonist's 
actions. So Murashige goes about solving the various mysteries with great precision, but the reason 
he eventually walks out of the castle at the end is never explained. Historically, it's a fact that 
Murashige Araki suddenly left the castle, and I simply depicted that as it happened — but the real 
reason he did so is something nobody knows. I don't know either, of course. 

Q: For audiences who are more familiar with your other, more obviously horror-oriented work, in what 
ways would you say The Samurai and the Prisoner connects with your earlier films? 

A: I'm not a horror specialist; I've always aspired to be a craftsman who can take on any genre. So 
when an offer came in to make a period drama based on a great novel, there was simply no question 
of turning it down. I have no interest at all in leaving my own fingerprints on a film. And yet, there may 
well be some hard-to-hide common thread between the assortment of films I've made over the years 
and The Samurai and the Prisoner. Finding that thread is always the work of critics and viewers. Time 
and again, some aspect of my authorial sensibility that I had never given any thought to get suddenly 
identified — and each time, along with my surprise, I feel a deep sense of satisfaction: I'm so glad I 
made this film. With this new picture, I'm quietly hoping for the same thing to happen again. 
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                                       MASAHIRO MOTOKI​        Lord Murashige Araki 
                                                  MASAKI SUDA​        Kanbei Kuroda     
                                      YURIKO YOSHITAKA​        Chiyoho 
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