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INTRODUCTION

I

n the autumn of 1980, millions of viewers in the United States and Europe tune in to the historical
television drama Shōgun. Set in feudal Japan in the eventful early 1600s, the series draws Western viewers
into a dramatized and exciting history of the island nation. Starring next to Richard Chamberlain and
Yoko Shimada appears Japanese veteran actor Toshirô Mifune. He makes a lasting impression as shōgun
(military dictator) Toranaga, introducing himself to a huge international audience hitherto mostly unfamiliar
with Japanese cinema.
Mifune’s role in Shōgun came after a long career, during which the actor played in hundreds of Japanese and a
handful of foreign films and television series. Although a versatile actor able to play a variety of roles, Mifune
(pronounced as Mih-FOO-neh) became best known for masterfully portraying wandering, lone wolf rōnin
(samurai without master). He was the lone anti-hero who set things right with his wit and skilful swordplay,
convincingly fighting his way past numerous adversaries during his long career. “The embodiment of the
ancient samurai, the noble warrior wielding sword”, Leonard Klady wrote in his obituary of the actor, who died
in 1997 at the age of 77. As the archetypical silent yet powerful and deadly swordfighter, Mifune set the standard
which actors in Japan and abroad, such as Clint Eastwood in the Man With No Name trilogy, would take inspiration
from and follow.
Between 1948 and 1965, Mifune appeared in sixteen films directed by internationally acclaimed Japanese
director Akira Kurosawa. Many of these films are regarded as classic masterworks of cinema, testament to a
unique collaboration between director and actor. As biographer Stuart Galbraith notes, while Kurosawa became
the best known Japanese film director, “Toshirō Mifune was the incomparable actor whose screen presence
carried Kurosawa’s work around the world”.
This essay is a tribute to Toshirô (also spelled as just Toshiro or Toshirō) Mifune, the most distinguished Japanese
actor of the twentieth century, who through his energetic and exciting performances greatly contributed to the
worldwide popularity of Japanese cinema. In celebrating the life and works of Mifune, it is hoped that this essay
contributes to new generations discovering the greatness of Japanese cinema, particularly the body of films and
television series illuminated by the presence of Mifune.
This essay is divided in three sections; spring, summer and autumn. As we walk through the seasons, we follow
the life and career of Mifune – from growing up and being drafted into the army to becoming a star in Japan and
finally a world renown actor. Continuing where most other biographies stop, particular attention is given to the
‘post-Kurosawa’ era, during which Mifune sought independence by establishing his own production company
and acting school. The last pages contain an interview with Robert Red-Bear, who worked at Mifune’s acting
school between 1981 and 1984 as the only foreign instructor. Our journey ends at Mifune’s last resting place in
Kawasaki, near Tokyo.
The story of Toshirô Mifune does not begin in Japan, however. It starts in eastern China in the tumultuous 1920s
and 1930s.

4 • The Last Samurai: The Life and Films of Toshirô Mifune

Mifune in Rashōmon by Daiei
(Kadokawa) 1950 ©
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SPRING

EARLY YEARS
• Growing up in China
• Drafted into the
army
• First time in Japan
• Toho talent
auditions
• Drunken Angel

While a lot is known about his life as a star thanks to the often relentless
Japanese press, much less is known about Mifune’s early years. This is in
part because he himself rarely talked about his childhood. Although he
became Japan’s most famous actor and was voted in 1984 at the age of 64 as
‘the most Japanese man’ by a Japanese magazine, Toshirô Mifune was born
in central eastern China on April 1, 1920 in the city of Tsingtao (modern
day Qingdao). He was the oldest son of Tokuzo, a trading merchant and
photo studio manager, and Sen Mifune. Both were Japanese and lived in a
Japanese enclave, which meant that the Mifune family did not really have a
lot of contact with the Chinese. In 1925, the Mifune family moved north to
the seaport city Dalian, also in China, where Tokuzo started his own photo
studio. Young Toshirô learned valuable photography skills from his father,
which in time would even come to save his life.
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“While a lot is known
about his life as a star,
much less is known about
Mifune’s early years”
In September 1931, after a staged
railroad bomb attack known as the
Mukden Incident, the Japanese
Kwantung army invaded and
occupied the north-eastern part
of China known as Manchukuo.
Considering the area a protective
buffer state against the Soviet
Union as well as a valuable source
of raw materials and a market for
manufactured goods, a Japanesealigned puppet state was installed.
True power lay in the hands of
Japanese
military
officials.
They detached Manchuria (as
Manchukuo was called by Japanese
and Westerners) from China and
developed it into an industrial
powerhouse, fuelling Japan’s

aggressive expansionist course.
Japan invested heavily in the region
by enlarging and modernizing
the industry and trade zones and
making Dalian the main trading
port between Manchuria and
Japan. Living in the seaport city,
teenager Toshirô Mifune must
have witnessed and experienced
these years of Japanese expansion
in China from close by.
After rising tensions and numerous
local conflicts and incidents, the
second Sino-Japanese war between
the Republic of China and the
Empire of Japan broke out in
July 1937. This time it was a total
war between both countries. In

1939, after having graduated high
school, Toshirô Mifune was drafted
into the Japanese army at the age
of 19. He joined the 7th flying
squad of the Manchuria Imperial
Army Airforce, being assigned to
the photography department to
take charge of aerial photography.
“That was why my life was spared
in the War. I was with the air
force in Manchuria, but my job
was teaching aerial photography.
I wasn’t an infantryman. I worked
in an air control tower”, Mifune
recounted to journalist Gerald
Peary in a 1986 interview.
The war further escalated when
Japan attacked Pearl Harbor on
www.mh1986.com • 7

December 7, 1941. The following day, the United States declared war on Japan. The
Sino-Japanese war merged into a greater war theatre known as the Pacific War. As
Japan plunged itself deeper into the conflict by invading other Asian countries,
Mifune was transferred to the educational department of the 8th flying squad.
There he again avoided direct combat as he was assigned as an instructional officer
to a tokkōtai, a special attack unit. His role was to encourage young pilots and take
commemorative photos before sending them off on suicide (kamikaze) missions.
Serving in Manchuria in the Kanto Aviation Training Team, Mifune’s company was
later moved to Shiga Prefecture in Japan. In his early twenties, it was the first time
he set foot on Japanese soil.
In August 1945, Japan had lost the war. The Japanese army had been decimated
and driven back to the home islands. The country was ravaged by Allied bombings.
Hiroshima and Nagasaki were destroyed on August 6 and August 9, 1945, respectively,
by the atom bombs dropped by the United States. Faced with devastating losses,
Japan surrendered to the Allied Powers under the direction of the United States.
That same month, the Soviet Union invaded and conquered Manchuria, which later
returned to Chinese hands. Serving in the army from 1939 until 1945, Toshirô Mifune
survived the war which took the lives of so many people. Including those of his
family. Mifune’s father and mother did not survive the war, although what happened
to them exactly remains unknown. Equally, the fate of younger brother Yoshiro and
younger sister Kimiko is unknown. Toshirô left the army in 1945 with just a few yen
and a blanket, which he would cut and sew into a coat. With little to nothing left,
Mifune had no idea what to do next with his life.

New Face
A few months after the surrender of Japan, Mifune in early 1946 visited a friend who
worked for the photography division of film studio giant Toho. Mifune hoped to get
a job as an assistant photographer or as a cameraman. Instead, “by some mistake” as
he himself always maintained, Mifune ended up auditioning as an actor. “After the
War”, Mifune recounted to Gerald Peary, “I looked up my friend and asked if I could
be a cameraman too. That’s how I got to Toho. But Toho was on strike for most of
three years, and lots of the acting stars went elsewhere. My friends submitted my
resume and my photograph [for acting], unbeknownst to me.”
In June 1946, Toho organised the Toho New Face auditions to find new acting talent.
The amount of applications was overwhelming, with more than 4.000 young Japanese
signing up to become Toho’s new star. Only 48 promising actors and actresses would
be selected and put through a six-month training program. Akira Kurosawa was at
the time of the auditions only 36 years old, but already an established director at
Toho. In his 1983 memoire Something Like an Autobiography, Kurosawa remembers
how Mifune barely made it into the final selection:
“On the day of the interviews and screen tests I was in the middle of the shooting of
No Regrets for Our Youth, so I couldn’t participate in the judging. But during lunch break
I stepped off the set and was immediately accosted by actress Takamine Hideko, who
had been the star of Yamamoto Kajirō’s Horses when I was chief assistant director.
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Map of Manchuria and Japan in 1944 by the C.I.A.
Dairen (Dalian), where Mifune spent much of his youth, is on the left on Korea Bay.

‘There’s one who’s really fantastic. But he’s something
of a roughneck, so he just barely passed. Won’t you
come have a look?’ I bolted my lunch and went to the
studio where the tests were being given. I opened the
door and stopped dead in amazement.”
Lacking the experience and the ambition to become an
actor, Mifune’s audition was not going well, nor did he
seem to be enjoying himself. “One judge asked me to
laugh”, Mifune told Gerald Peary. “I said, ‘Why should
I laugh? Nothing is funny’. Another judge said, ‘Get

angry’. I answered, ‘Why should I get angry?’ I got so
disgusted that, instead of being proper, I acted bored.
They said, ‘Get out’.” In the afternoon, Mifune again
made a less than favorable impression on the judges.
“They asked me the same dumb questions, so I let it
all out at them, every foul word”. Says Kurosawa in his
autobiography about Mifune’s audition:
“A young man was reeling around the room in a violent
frenzy. It was as frightening as watching a wounded
or trapped savage beast trying to break loose. I stood
www.mh1986.com • 9

transfixed. But it turned out that this young man
was not really in a rage, but had drawn ‘anger’ as the
emotion he had to express in his screen test. He was
acting. When he finished his performance, he regained
his chair with an exhausted demeanor, flopped down
and began to glare menacingly at the judges. Now, I
knew very well that this kind of behavior was a cover
for shyness, but the jury seemed to be interpreting it
as disrespect.”
With the vote of the jury of industry specialists
and representatives of the labour union against him,
Mifune was about to be kicked out of the program.
Kurosawa personally stepped in. He lobbied for Mifune,
asked for a recount of the votes and demanded that
the votes of the film-industry experts (directors like
himself, cinematographers, producers and actors) be
given more weight, as they were the ones who could
truly estimate the potential of the young actor.
“The jury was thrown into an uproar. ‘It’s antidemocratic, it’s monopoly by directors!’ someone
shouted. But all of the production people on the jury
raised their hands in approval of my suggestion, and
even some labor-union representatives nodded their
assent. Finally Yama-san, who was head of the jury, said
that as a movie director he would take responsibility
for his opinion of the quality and potential of the young
actor in question. With Yama-san’s pronouncement
the young man squeaked through. He was, of course,
Mifune Toshiro.”
Whether Mifune ended up in the New Face contest by
accident or intentionally never became fully clear, but
the aspiring cameraman was ultimately hired together
with 15 other men and 32 women to enter Toho’s
training program. Mifune’s audition not only landed
him a job at Toho. It is also where he met the young
actress Sachiko Yoshimine. They fell in love and would
marry in 1950. Their son Shiro was born the same year,
followed by a second son, Takeshi, in 1955.
Having finished his training, Mifune would rapidly
attract attention in front of the cameras as he started
to appear in mainstream films for Toho. In the words
of the British Film Institute, Mifune’s “ ‘angry young
man’ presence immediately appealed to film-makers
who were beginning to flex their creative wings after
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strict restrictions imposed by Japanese government
censors during the war”. Biographer Stuart Galbraith
explains why Mifune almost overnight captured the
attention of film professionals and audiences. “Coupled
with his amazing talent were his rugged, working-class
good looks and virile, fierce demeanor at a time when
most leading men in Japanese films had delicate,
even androgynous features. Against such competition,
Mifune was exhilaratingly, refreshingly magnetic, and
he became a screen idol almost overnight”. Only two
years after his first audition, Mifune would achieve
stardom in Japan with his role in Akira Kurosawa’s
Drunken Angel.

Drunken Angel
In 1947, at the age of 27, Mifune’s first major role
was for director Senkichi Taniguchi as the rough and
violent bank robber Eijima in Ginrei no hate, known in
English as Snow Trail, To the End of the Silver Mountains or
Three Villains of the Mountain Hut. Kurosawa remembers
that Mifune “played with amazing energy” in his debut
film. Near the end of the year, Mifune appeared as a
gangster boss in the two-piece The New Age of Fools
(Shin baka jidai, 1947), helmed by Kajirô Yamamoto.
Recognizing the talent and potential of the young
actor, Kurosawa wanted Mifune for his next project.
“I became deeply fascinated by the acting abilities
Mifune showed in these two films, and decided I
wanted him to play the lead in Drunken Angel”. Even
before working with Kurosawa for the first time,
Mifune had already established an acting style which
appealed to directors and audiences alike. Kurosawa
writes in his autobiography:
“I realize that many people think I discovered Mifune
and taught him how to act. That is not the case. […] It
was Yama-san who discovered the raw material that
was Mifune Toshiro. From that raw material it was Senchan and Yama-san who fashioned the actor Mifune
Toshiro. All I did was see what they had done, take
Mifune’s acting talent and show it off to its fullest in
Drunken Angel.”
Mifune became a star in Japan by playing the gangster
in Kurosawa’s Drunken Angel (Yoidore tenshi, 1948). He
appeared opposite veteran actor Takashi Shimura.

Shimura was part of Kurosawa’s group of regulars,
appearing in various Kurosawa masterpieces, and
would become like a father to Mifune. Getting to know
the young actor better while working on Drunken
Angel, Kurosawa was so impressed by the presence and
acting of Mifune that the original idea for the film was
changed and Mifune’s role expanded in order to ‘turn
him loose’. Although concerned about the dominant
and overwhelming presence of Mifune, which might
be to the detriment of the film, Kurosawa did not want
to control or limit the actor. The director allowed the
focus to shift so that, contrary to the original script,
the film became much more
about Mifune’s character than
Shimura’s character.

Explaining the powerful screen presence of Mifune,
Kurosawa wrote many years later in his autobiography
that, “Mifune had a kind of talent I had never
encountered before in the Japanese film world. It was,
above all, the speed with which he expressed himself
that was astounding. The ordinary Japanese actor
might need ten feet of film to get across an impression;
Mifune needed only three feet. The speed of his
movements was such that he said in a single action
what took ordinary actors three separate movements
to express. He put forth everything directly and boldly,
and his sense of timing was the keenest I had ever seen
in a Japanese actor. And yet with
all his quickness he also had
surprisingly fine sensibilities.”

“If I let Mifune in his role of
the gangster become too
attractive, the balance with his
adversary, the doctor, played
by Shimura Takashi, would be
destroyed. If this should occur,
the result would be a distortion
of the film’s overall structure.
Yet to suppress Mifune’s
attractiveness at the blossoming
point of his career because of
the need for balance in the
structure of my film would be
a waste. And in fact Mifune’s
attraction was something his
innate and powerful personal
qualities pushed unwittingly to
the fore; there was no way to
prevent him from emerging as
too attractive on the screen other than keeping him
off the screen. I was caught in a real dilemma. Mifune’s
attractiveness gave me joy and pain at the same time.”

Mifune’s acting was so
convincing and powerful that he
rapidly convinced the seasoned
directors of the Japanese film
industry. Again Kurosawa:

As the first of the sixteen films they would work
together on, Drunken Angel was a milestone for both
the director and the actor. As the yakuza Matsunaga,
Esther Yi notes, “the film launched Mifune—reeling,
swaggering, spitting before a stupefied Japanese
audience—to stardom. Drunken Angel was a milestone
for Kurosawa as well, and it is now widely regarded as
his first major work”.

“I know it sounds as if I am
overpraising Mifune, but
everything I am saying is true.
If pressed to find a defect in
him as an actor, I could say
his voice is a little rough, and
when it’s recorded through a
microphone it has a tendency to
become difficult to understand.
Anyway, I’m a person who is
rarely impressed by actors, but
in the case of Mifune I was
completely overwhelmed.”
In the next seventeen years following their first
collaboration, Mifune and Kurosawa would enjoy
critical and financial success as they worked together
on a succession of masterpieces during the Golden Era
of Japanese cinema.

Above: film poster Drunken Angel
by Toho © 1948
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SUMMER

GOLDEN ERA
• Creative
collaboration
• Golden Era
Masterworks
• A new decade
• Search for
independence
• Hollywood

The actor Mifune and the director Kurosawa continued their creative
partnership with The Quiet Duel (Shizukanaru ketto, 1949) and Stray Dog
(Nora inu, 1949). In the first, Mifune plays a doctor who gets infected with
syphilis during an operation. It was a new type of character for him to play,
as his ferociousness on screen had up until then only landed him roles as
bank robber, gangster and gang boss. Kurosawa helped Mifune broaden his
range as an actor, going against the common practice in Japanese cinema
at the time of casting actors over and over in the same roles. Kurosawa in
his memoires:
“I wanted to give him a chance to broaden his artistic horizons. Turning
his type-cast image around, I conceived a role for him as an intellectual
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“Kurosawa helped Mifune
broaden his range as
an actor, going against
the common practice of
casting actors over and
over in the same roles”
with sharp reasoning powers.
Daiei expressed surprise over this
role, and there were many in that
company who were frankly worried
about it. But Mifune turned in a
magnificent performance as the
young physician who refuses to
marry the woman he loves for fear
of infecting her with the virtually
incurable syphilis he contracted
from treating a diseased patient
during the Pacific War. Even
his posture and movements
underwent a complete change, and
he succeeded so well in conveying
the anguish of this pathetic hero
that I, too, was surprised.”

In Stray Dog, a crime thriller,
Mifune appears side by side with
Takashi Shimura to play the young
homicide detective Murakami who
has to track down his stolen pistol.
The next film with Kurosawa
behind and Mifune in front of the
camera appeared at the dawn of
the Golden Era of Japanese cinema:
the 1950s. Scandal (Shûbun, 1950)
deals with the Japanese paparazzi
and tabloid magazines specializing
in scandals. Ironically, Mifune
himself would become a target
of the Japanese paparazzi in later
years, similar to the character he
portrays in the film.

After Scandal followed a series
of classic Kurosawa/Mifune
masterpieces, including chambara
(sword fighting) films. Under
the occupation forces led by the
United States, sword fighting films
had been banned for many years.
When the ban was finally lifted
in 1952, Kurosawa and his team
lost no time in penning down
jidaigeki (period dramas) scripts
with a prominent focus on clashing
swords. Kurosawa and Mifune
would renew and revolutionize the
genre, making these type of films
and fighting scenes more realistic
than ever before in Japanese film.
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Masterworks
Four Kurosawa-helmed films particularly stand out in
the 1950s: the brilliant Rashōmon (1950), Seven Samurai
(Shichinin no Samurai, 1954), Throne of Blood (Kumonosujō, 1957), and The Hidden Fortress (Kakushi toride no san
akunin, 1958). All four are must-see films. They are
prime examples of Mifune’s acting and the creative
collaboration between actor and director. In Rashōmon,
a film about the nature of truth and reality, a crime
and its aftermath are recalled from different points of
view. Mifune lights up the screen with an electrifying
performance as the notorious bandit Tajômaru. As
Esther Yi writes, “the animal aggression with which he
has been stereotyped is arguably at its most distilled—
unharnessed, the less favorably inclined might say—in
his role as the bandit Tajomaru in Rashomon (1950).
Mifune commits his entire body to lust and bloodlust.
He leaps, hoots, and bares his teeth like a jungle
creature. His eyebrows travel sky-high over bulging
eyes” (2014, 12).
Rashōmon won several international awards, including
the Grand Prix of the 1951 Venice Film Festival and an
Academy Honorary Award at the 24th Academy Awards
in 1952 for most outstanding foreign language film.
The film caught the attention of Hollywood and would
provide inspiration for generations of filmmakers to
come. Considered as one of the greatest films ever
made, at the time it introduced Japanese cinema to
the rest of the world. It was the first step for Mifune
towards becoming an internationally recognized actor.
In Japan itself, however, the reception of Rashōmon was
much cooler. “Rashomon was a failure in Japan”, Mifune
recounted to Gerald Peary. “We had no idea that it had
been submitted to Venice. Kurosawa didn’t go to the
festival, neither did I. And hardly anyone [at home]
knew it won the grand prize. There was a small article
in a Japanese newspaper, that was all.”

“One of the greatest films ever made, it
introduced Japanese film to the rest of the
world. It was the first step for Mifune towards
becoming an internationally recognized actor”

14 • The Last Samurai: The Life and Films of Toshirô Mifune

The films of Mifune and Kurosawa were often received more
enthusiastically abroad than in Japan itself. In his memoires
Kurosawa shares a story of disappointment and bitterness, giving
an insight into the Japanese film industry and media in the
immediate years after the war.
“I arrived home depressed, with barely enough strength to slide
open the door to the entry. Suddenly my wife came bounding
out. ‘Congratulations!’ I was unwittingly indignant: ‘For what?’
‘Rashomon has the Grand Prix.’ Rashomon had won the Grand Prix
at the Venice International Film Festival, and I was spared from
having to eat cold rice. Once again an angel had appeared out of
nowhere. I did not even know that Rashomon had been submitted
to the Venice Film Festival. The Japan representative of Italiafilm,
Giuliana Stramigioli, had seen it and recommended it to Venice. It
was like pouring water into the sleeping ears of the Japanese film
industry.”
“Later Rashomon won the American Academy Award for Best
Foreign Language Film. Japanese critics insisted that these two
prizes were simply reflections of Westerners’ curiosity and taste
for Oriental exoticism, which struck me then, and now, as terrible.
Why is it that Japanese people have no confidence in the worth
of Japan? Why do they elevate everything foreign and denigrate
everything Japanese? Even the woodblock prints of Utamaro,
Hokusai and Sharaku were not appreciated by Japanese until they
were first discovered by the West. I don’t know how to explain
this lack of discernment. I can only despair of the character of my
own people.”

Mifune in 1954 in Japanese magazine
Eiga Fan (Movie Fan)

Samurai
In its original cut almost three and a half hours long, the epic
period drama Seven Samurai (Shichinin no Samurai, 1954) also proved
a masterwork. Mifune plays the energetic and foolish Kikuchiyo.
He is an orphaned farmer’s son who pretends to be a samurai,
so that he can join a group of six real samurai hired by farmers
to protect their village against bandits. Mifune shines, injecting
a large portion of humour, energy, and physicality into the film.
Proving his worth, Kikuchiyo becomes the seventh samurai as one
of the heroes of the film.
Mifune’s character as a hard-working actor able to play many
different roles is underscored by Teruyo Nogami, script supervisor
in Kurosawa’s team. In relation to Seven Samurai, she remarks

Mifune with fellow actor Takashi
Shimura and actress Misa Uehara. From
Entertainments (Geino Gaho) magazine.
Previous page: film poster Rashōmon by
Daiei (Kadokawa) © 1950
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in the documentary Mifune: The Last
Samurai (2015) that Kurosawa hardly ever
instructed Mifune how to act.
“Kurosawa never gave acting instructions
to Mifune. When it came time to shoot
Mifune had thoroughly researched how
a farmer-turned-samurai might behave
in that situation. People have no idea
how hard he worked. He was always
thinking about his character and how to
add humour to it. He had a great sense of
humour.”

Above & below: film poster and still image Seven Samurai by Toho © 1954
Next page: film poster Samurai II: Duel at Ichijoji Temple by Toho © 1955
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In Throne of Blood (Kumonosu-jô, 1957),
Kurosawa transposes Shakespeare’s
Macbeth to medieval Japan. Mifune is the
ambitious lord who, spurred on by his
equally ambitious wife, ruthlessly tries
to fulfil a prophecy that he will become
Emperor. The unforgettable climax of the
film has a band of archers firing arrows at
Mifune’s character, who finally gets what
he deserves. Anyone watching the film
will remember the face Mifune makes
at the moment the arrows fly around
him and hit him. The fear that Mifune
expresses so vividly is in fact very real, for
the archers are firing real arrows at him…
It is but one example of how far Mifune
went as an actor to make the films and his
roles as ‘real’ as possible.

The Hidden Fortress (Kakushi-toride no san-akunin, 1958)
is a more light-hearted action adventure film and sees
Mifune play the role of general Rokurota Makabe.
With the help of two greedy and comical peasants who
are only interested in gold, he escorts a headstrong
princess across enemy lines. George Lucas has stated
on various occasions that this amusing Kurosawa film
was the main inspiration for his Star Wars space opera
series. Viewers will note the similarities in storyline
as well as in the characters. The two constantly
quarrelling peasants Tahei and Matashichi in The
Hidden Fortress become R2D2 and 3-CPO in Star Wars.
Some commentators have noted that the Jedi of Star
Wars are really ‘samurai in space’, and that without
Kurosawa and Mifune, Star Wars
as we know it might have never
existed.

“Without Kurosawa and
Mifune, Star Wars as we
know it might have never
existed”
In the eight years between
Rashōmon and The Hidden
Fortress, Kurosawa and Mifune
also worked together on The
Idiot (Hakuchi, 1951), I Live in Fear
(Ikimono no kiroku, 1955), and
The Lower Depths (Donzoko, 1957).
The latter was an adaptation
of Maxim Gorky’s well-known
play under the same name. Perhaps Kurosawa’s most
neglected masterpiece, it tells the story of a tenement
inhabited by the lowest and poorest in society,
struggling to survive, and their greedy landlords.
Mifune plays Sutekichi, a thief and the self-appointed
leader of the group living in the tenement. I Live in Fear
provided Mifune with a very different, yet another
memorable, role. Under a thick layer of make-up, the
35-year old Mifune plays a retired businessman afraid
of a nuclear holocaust, struggling to convince his
family to leave Japan and move to Brazil.

During these golden years of Japanese cinema, Mifune
naturally also worked for other directors. He appeared
in numerous films, such as Kenji Mizoguchi’s much
acclaimed The Life of Oharu (Saikaku Ichidai Onna,
1952), in which Mifune is a page who eventually gets
executed for having a love affair with a concubine of a
daimyō (warlord). Mifune also portrays the legendary
seventeenth-century samurai Musashi Miyamoto in
the Samurai Trilogy (1954-1956) directed by Hiroshi
Inagaki. The first part, Samurai I: Musashi Miyamoto
(1954), won the 1955 Academy Award for Best
Foreign Language Film. In 1958, the comedy drama
The Rickshaw Man (Muhomatsu no issho), with Mifune
again under the direction of Hiroshi Inagaki, won the
Golden Lion at the Venice Film
Festival. Mifune was in great
demand throughout the 1950s,
in some years appearing in no
less than eight films. Mifune
appeared in about sixty films
in the 1950s, and another 42 in
the 1960s. Popular actors and
actresses like Mifune worked all
year round to provide Japan the
entertainment it needed while
rapidly rebuilding the country.

“Mifune was in great
demand throughout
the 1950s, in some years
appearing in no less
than eight films”

A new decade
A new decade started and in the same year that Mifune
celebrated his 40th birthday, The Bad Sleep Well (Warui
yatsu hodo yoku nemuru, 1960) was released. Another
Kurosawa/Mifune collaboration, it tells a story about
corruption in post-war corporate Japan. Mifune plays
Kôichi Nishi, a young man who marries the daughter of
a corrupt executive in order to seek justice and avenge
his father’s suicide, which was caused by the same
corrupt executive and his henchmen.
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In the next two films with Kurosawa, Yôjimbô (1961)
and Sanjûrô (Tsubaki Sanjûrô, 1962), Mifune plays the
characteristic ronin (masterless samurai) character
who sets things straight wherever he goes. In Yôjimbô,
Mifune enters a town divided by two criminal gangs.
In order to free the town from these gangsters, Mifune
successfully plays the two gangs against each other.
More or less a follow up to Yôjimbô, Sanjûrô has Mifune
intervene in clan intrigues when he helps a young
samurai to save his uncle, who has been framed and
imprisoned by a corrupt superintendent. Both films
gave Mifune the chance to refine and establish the
now famous quiet rogue warrior/outlaw/anti-hero
character, which would come to serve as inspiration
for future actors and directors. After the earlier, more
serious and philosophical Kurosawa films, Yôjimbô and
Sanjûrô were more light-hearted fare, doing well in the
box-office and prompting Toho to request for more.

In High and Low (Tengoku to jigoku, 1963), a thriller
about contemporary Japanese society, Mifune plays
Kingo Gondo, an executive of a shoe company. Gondo
becomes the victim of extortion when his chauffeurs
son is kidnapped and held for ransom. He has to make a
choice: pay the money to the kidnapper or go through
with the takeover of the shoe company. Although he
became best known for his roles as samurai and war
lords in period dramas, Mifune was equally adept at
playing characters in a more contemporary Japan,
such as the company executives in The Bad Sleep Well
and High and Low. In the same year that High and Low
was released, Mifune took a big step towards becoming
more independent from the major film studios. He
proudly started his own production company.

“Both films gave Mifune the chance to
refine and establish the now famous quiet
rogue warrior/outlaw/anti-hero character,
which would come to serve as inspiration
for future actors and directors”

Three years after the release of Yôjimbô, swords
were exchanged for guns. The film was unofficially
remade by Italian director Sergio Leone as A Fistful
of Dollars (1964), the first in the Man With No Name
trilogy of Westerns starring Clint Eastwood as an
outlaw gunslinger in the style of Mifune’s character.
Hollywood was fond of remaking Japanese films at that
time, as the Seven Samurai had become The Magnificent
Seven in the American remake of 1960 (in 2016 the film
was again remade by Hollywood). Indeed, imitation
might very well be the sincerest form of flattery.
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Next page:
Mifune and Kurosawa on the set of
Yôjimbô by Toho © 1961
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SEARCH FOR
INDEPENDENCE

I

n 1963, Mifune had
been under contract
at Toho for seventeen
years. As his star rose
in Japan and abroad, he increasingly
desired to be less dependent on
the big Japanese film studios and
establish a more independent
identity. To that end, Mifune
proudly announced the founding
of Mifune Productions at a press
conference on January 17, 1963. It
was a somewhat risky venture, with
Mifune’s wife Sachiko and Akira
Kurosawa among others apparently
advising him against it. Mifune
pushed on, however, and would
co-finance through his company
many of the productions he starred
in later in his career. He would even
direct one film himself, The Legacy of
the Five Hundred Thousand (Gojumannin no isan, 1963).
Mifune was now not only a film
star in Japan, but he also became
occupied with his own production
company. While starring on
the big silver screen, behind the
scenes he was the humble CEO
running a production company and

eventually taking care of about 200
to 250 employees. Stuart Galbraith
writes in his biography of Kurosawa
and Mifune that the production
company led Mifune to being busier
than ever. “For the time being, I’m
[my company’s] president and its
maid. […] I have so many things to
do. I have to go to meetings, location
scouting overseas, and direct. It’s
hard work”, Mifune said at the time.
Proud of now having his own
company, Mifune from the start in
1963 put everything he had in it “as a
meticulous caretaker of his pride and
joy”. The films Mifune Productions
turned out in the first few years did
not do so well, receiving mixed to
negative reviews. In the following
years, Mifune increasingly appeared
in foreign films, which earned
him much more money than the
Japanese studios ever paid to their
top stars. With the money he made
from appearing in those projects,
and by doing commercials in Japan
for companies like Sapporo beer and
Takeda Pharmaceuticals, Mifune
was able to keep his company going.
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“Mifune was now not
only a film star in
Japan, but was also the
humble CEO running a
production company”

Next page: Mifune as
Red Beard, by Toho © 1965

www.mh1986.com • 21

Mifune and Kurosawa on the set of
Red Beard by Toho © 1965

End of creative collaboration
In 1965, Mifune left Toho and officially went freelance.
That same year saw the conclusion of the collaboration
with Kurosawa with the release of Red Beard (Akahige).
Set in nineteenth century Japan, the film is about the
relationship between a town doctor at a charity hospital
(Mifune) and his new trainee, a condescending and
arrogant recent medical graduate unwilling to work
in such surroundings. Eventually, under the influence
of town doctor Red Beard, the youngster changes and
learns the true meaning of being a doctor.
Mifune and Kurosawa would never again work together
after Red Beard. Their collaboration ended around the
same time that the Golden Era of Japanese cinema
came to an end. The times were changing. Television
was rapidly conquering the nation and taking over
living rooms, leaving empty seats in film theatres. Film
budgets were shrinking. It never became clear what
exactly transpired between Kurosawa and Mifune and
made the two drift away from each other, although
various reasons have been mentioned throughout the
years:
Their collaboration had simply run its course.
Although their professional relationship had led to
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magnificent films, it was not easy to work
with Kurosawa. “Despite the success of their
collaboration, working for a notoriously
demanding perfectionist like Kurosawa was
no picnic for Mifune”, writes Michiko Matsuda. “After
a grueling day on the set, the actor was known to
get roaring drunk and vent his frustration with the
director by howling imprecations into the night”.
Mifune said in 1986 that there had already been
tensions on the set of Yôjimbô. “One day Kurosawa said,
‘I won’t mention names, but the actors are late’. I said:
‘What are you talking about? I’m the actor.’ Every day
after that, when Kurosawa arrived, I would be there
already, in costume and makeup from 6 a.m. I showed
him”. Kurosawa’s long-time script supervisor Teruyo
Nogami writes in her memoirs that scriptwriter Hideo
Oguni had told Kurosawa that Mifune’s performance
in Red Beard was ‘all wrong’. According to Nogami,
this led Kurosawa to question Mifune’s abilities as an
actor for the first time. As happens with relationships
of professional as well as private nature, they can
sometimes run its course and come to an ending.
It has also been suggested that working for Kurosawa
cost Mifune money. As Mifune had to maintain a beard

1.

2.

throughout the long
and arduous production
of Red Beard, he was
unable to appear in
other films, resulting in financial
struggles for Mifune Productions.
Unwilling to have this happen
again, and more than ever focused
on his own company, Mifune was
no longer interested in committing
to long and arduous Kurosawa
projects, which would keep him
away from his own projects and
possibly foreign films.
Changing times and different paths.
In the documentary Mifune: The Last
Samurai (2015), Hisao Kurosawa,
the son of the director, says that
his father and Mifune
became estranged as
the director was moving
away from samurai
films. Mifune was also getting

3.

older, making it more challenging
to play the physical roles he had
once played.
Whatever the exact reason, or
the combination of reasons, for
not working together anymore,
Red Beard meant the end of a
collaboration which resulted in
sixteen films, many of which classic
masterworks, over the course of
seventeen years. Somewhat akin
to a parting gift, Mifune would win
the award for Best Actor at the
Venice Film Festival for his role in
Red Beard. Having already won this
prestigious award for Yôjimbô, it
made him the only actor to have
won the award twice.

“Mifune and Kurosawa
would never again
work together. Their
collaboration ended
around the same time
that the Golden Era of
Japanese cinema came
to an end”
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Mifune and Kurosawa on the set of Yôjimbô by Toho © 1961

It has often been said and written that Kurosawa and
Mifune had a falling out around the time of Red Beard.
While it is true that they went their separate ways
and did not work together anymore, this view on
the events does not seem to do justice to their true
relationship and friendship.
Already in the late 1960s, for example, Mifune
recognized the role of Kurosawa in making inroads
for Japanese cinema abroad. “That the Japanese film is
known at all in the West is due mainly to the pictures
of Akira Kurosawa; that I am known both here and
abroad as an actor is also mainly due to him”, the actor
wrote in the preface of Donald Richie’s detailed book
The Films of Akira Kurosawa (1970). “From Drunken Angel
to Red Beard I have worked in almost all of his films,
sixteen in all. He taught me practically everything I
know, and it was he who first introduced me to myself
as an actor”.
In that same preface, Mifune has the following to say
about working with Kurosawa: “Kurosawa has this
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quality, this ability to bring things out of you that you
never knew were there. It is enormously difficult work,
but each picture with him is a revelation. When you
see his films, you find them full realizations of ideas,
of emotions, of a philosophy which surprises with
its strength, even shocks with its power. You had not
expected to be so moved, to find within your own self
this depth of understanding”.
Mifune concludes the preface with: “I know. I have
never as an actor done anything that I am proud of
other than with him”.
Mifune never wrote an autobiography, nor did he
ask anyone to write his biography. Kurosawa penned
down his memoires, released in 1983 as Something
Like an Autobiography. Reading through that book as
well as the preface by Mifune to Donald Richie’s book,
it is clear that the director and actor appreciated
each other and admired each other’s qualities and
professionality.

In the early 1970s, Akira Kurosawa was not doing well. His recent projects
had been criticized and had met with little succes. He was unable to secure
funding for new film projects and allegedly suffered from health problems.
Kurosawa unsuccesfully attempted suicide. Recovering physically and
mentally, help from outside came to have the director continue doing
what he loved most: making films. Kurosawa and his production team
signed a deal with Mosfilm, a film studio in the Soviet Union, to film Dersu
Uzala. Mosfilm wanted Mifune to play the main character Dersu, a native
of the forests who is fully integrated into his environment. Knowing that
Mifune was no longer interested, nor could afford, to be involved in such a
long production, another actor was casted. When Kurosawa and his team
were eventually filming Dersu Uzala in the eastern wilderness of Russia in
1974 and 1975, Mifune came to visit the director and the cast on set and do
an interview for Japanese television (Nogami 2006). In short, the actor and
director stayed in touch after their creative collaboration ended, as we will
also see when we arrive in the autumn of Mifune’s life.
Productions of Mifune
At the time Red Beard was released, Mifune was busy to expand his
company with a small studio of his own in Seijo, Setagaya-ward (one of

“Mifune and Kurosawa
would never again
work together. Their
collaboration ended
around the same time
that the Golden Age of
Japanese cinema came
to an end”
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the 23 special wards of Tokyo), where the actor also
lived. The new 500 square meters soundstage cost
Mifune about $400.000 from his personal fortune. It
was opened in December 1966 and immediately used
for the production of Samurai Rebellion (Jôi-uchi: Hairyô
tsuma shimatsu, 1967), his company’s successful sixth
film. Mifune plays the father of a samurai who is
wronged by his own clan. Eventually, father and son
have to decide whether to obey unjust commands or
rebel against their own clan. The film was received
well and won the International Federation of Film
Critics Award at the Venice Film Festival. Together
with Sands of Kurobe (Kurobe no taiyō, 1968) and Samurai
Banners (Fūrin kazan, 1969), Samurai Rebellion provided
Mifune with much needed success. Only one of the
films by Mifune Productions had until then actually
made a profit. After a few years of struggling, Mifune
Productions seemed to have finally found the path to
success. The actor also played a part, albeit in a minor
role, in the magnificent Sword of Doom (Dai-bosatsu tôge,
1966), another samurai period drama.
Following the introduction of television in Japan,
Mifune started to appear in television films from 1968
onwards. In January 1969, Mifune Productions began a
weekly one-hour television series which was produced
at Mifune’s own studio. The programs did not meet
with much (financial) success. According to the critical
biographer Stuart Galbraith, “the television programs
Mifune produced were sold – by the actor himself – for
peanuts. He had undersold himself by acting as his own
agent throughout his career, as he was now doing with
the entire run of a television series he had produced”.
Mifune also embarked on risky business ventures.
Galbraith writes that, “Mifune’s naïve trust in the
judgment of others out to make a fast yen extended as
far away as Germany, where the actor launched one of
his costliest failed ventures”. In Munich, the capital of
Bavaria in the south of Germany, Mifune tried to set up
a restaurant. Due to delays and problems, which even
led to a lawsuit against the City of Munich, Mifune’s
restaurant only opened when the Summer Olympics
of 1972, which took place in Munich, had already
finished. The restaurant, where his son Shiro would
work for several years, ultimately failed and closed
down, causing Mifune to lose a small fortune. Running
a production company was simply very different from
being an actor and focussing on creative projects and
processes.
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In April 1970, Mifune turned fifty. Although still
appearing in films and all sorts of television series,
his acting career was slowing down. His name still
sold tickets, but “he could no longer sell a film on
his name alone, nor was he winning awards for these
new films. [...] He went from one undistinguished
picture to another, working around the world in
mostly dismal epics. His production company was in
financial trouble”. Stuart Galbraith adds a critical note
in his book The Emperor and the Wolf: The Lives and Films
of Akira Kurosawa and Toshiro Mifune: “Mifune had to
eat, he had to pay his company’s bills, so he took work
where he could find it. Mifune […] was frittering away
his talents in instantly forgettable endeavors. Most
of his films in the 1970s were mediocre; their quality
was well below that of the program pictures he made
at Toho. And most of his television work consisted
of chambara and spy shows that were indifferently
written and cheaply produced. [...] Good roles for
Mifune were now few and far between”.
Around the same time, Mifune’s private life turned
upside down. In January 1972, his wife Sachiko moved
out of their home. Mifune moved in with his mistress
Mika Kitagawa, an actress 28 years his junior. Mifune’s
personal life was of great interest to the Japanese
paparazzi press, becoming like a real-life enactment of
Scandal (Shûbun, 1950). “I really appreciate the fact that
Westerners judge me as an actor”, Mifune would later
say in an interview. “The Japanese are more interested
in my private life, my divorce, scandal in general”.
Despite his personal and financial troubles, the end
of the seventies saw Mifune busy as he appeared in
no less than five television shows; four period dramas
and one set in contemporary Japan. Mifune simply
had to keep going to keep his production company
afloat. In 1979, he suffered a major setback, which put
Mifune Productions in sharp decline. “His righthand
man at Mifune Productions defected to establish a
rival studio, taking most of Mifune Productions’ actors
with him”, Michiko Matsuda remembers. “Although
stunned, Mifune bore the betrayal stoically, without a
word of reproach to the employees that were deserting
him. Still, it was said that the formerly good-humored,
jocular Mifune grew taciturn, and his shoulders
sagged.” Meanwhile, Hollywood had found Mifune. He
increasingly appeared in foreign productions.

HOLLYWOOD
A

s his career progressed and his name and
face became familiar in the film industry
and to fans around the world, Mifune
was asked to appear in foreign film
productions. Nonetheless, it took until 1962 before
he actually appeared in a film made outside Japan.
Earlier offers and opportunities had fell through
because Toho, which had Mifune under contract,
apparently asked too much money for their actor’s
services (this might have been one of the main drivers
behind Mifune’s desire to become independent as an
actor and producer).
The first foreign production in which Mifune
appeared was Ánimas Trujano (or The Important Man,
1962). In this Mexican film he plays an irresponsible
peasant who is obsessed with getting the respect he
is denied because of his awkward behaviour. He wants
to become mayordomo, a socially prestigious and
financially demanding position. Once he has gathered
enough money and finally becomes mayordomo, he
is still ignored and ridiculed by his peers. Although
Ánimas Trujano was nominated for an Academy Award
and a Golden Globe Award for Best Foreign Language
Film, it was overshadowed in terms of publicity
and interest from the public by Mifune’s films with
Kurosawa in 1961 and 1962 (Yôjimbô and Sanjuro).
Mifune complained that he wasn’t given enough
credit for his work on Ánimas Trujano.
In 1965, when he left Toho and went freelance, Mifune
visited Madrid, Spain, where he was approached by
the producers of the James Bond films. They wanted
Mifune to play the role of ‘Tiger’ Tanaka, head of the
Japanese secret service, in the upcoming Bond film

You Only Live Twice (1967). Mifune turned down the
offer due to other obligations and the role went to his
colleague Tetsuro Tamba. One of these obligations
was to appear in the American race film Grand Prix
(1966), Mifune’s Hollywood debut. Two years later,
Mifune starred in Hell in the Pacific (1968). Set during
the hostilities between Japan and the United States
in the Second World War, Mifune plays a Japanese
soldier who is stuck on a small, uninhabited island in
the Pacific Ocean together with an American soldier.
Despite their animosity and mistrust, the two have
to work together to survive. Starring opposite Lee
Marvin, Hell in the Pacific was the first American film
in which Mifune had a leading role.

Pacific
Hell in the
Film poster
s © 1968
Production
by Selmur
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For his roles in foreign films, Mifune prepared by
learning his English lines (or Spanish in Ánimas Trujano)
phonetically; with mixed success he reproduced his
lines without actually knowing what he was saying.
Mifune’s voice was mostly overdubbed by voice
actors in post-production, leaving only his physical
appearance on the screen intact. The international
samurai western Red Sun (1971) provided Mifune
with a role where his own voice in English could be
heard. As samurai bodyguard Kuroda Jubie, Mifune’s
thickly accented and at times difficult to understand
speech is heard throughout the film. Despite the
presence of big Hollywood names like Charles Bronson,
Ursula Andress, and Alain Delon, the film is quite
disappointing. Red Sun does not, by far, live up to the
earlier great Japanese samurai or American westerns
films.

Midway. Chronicling the battle of Midway, which was
the turning point of the Second World War in the
Pacific, the film partly focuses on the actions of
Yamamoto. Mifune knew well how to play the role of
the famous Admiral, as he had already done so twice
before in Japanese productions.
Just before the turn of the century, Mifune landed a
role in Winter Kills (1979), with an all-star cast which
included the likes of Jeff Bridges, John Huston, and
Eli Wallach. In the same year Mifune appeared in 1941,
a war comedy directed by Steven Spielberg about a
panic in Los Angeles after the Japanese attack on Pearl
Harbor. Mifune plays submarine commander Akiro
Mitamura and is joined by an ensemble cast including
John Belushi, Dan Akroyd, John Candy, and Christopher
Lee. Although Spielberg’s film initially failed to make
much of a critical or financial impact, its home video
issues later made it into a cult hit.

Shōgun
Approaching his 60th birthday, the role with which
Mifune would become best known to American and
European mainstream audiences was still to come.
At the end of the seventies, Mifune was cast as Lord
Toranaga in the television series Shōgun (1980), based
on the namesake novel by James Clavell. Set in the
early 1600s and loosely based upon actual history,
Shōgun tells the story of John Blackthorne, a pilot on a
Dutch trading ship that gets wrecked on the Japanese
coast. Surviving political intrigues and hostilities from
the Portuguese, and overcoming cultural differences,
Blackthorne eventually becomes an advisor to the
powerful warlord Toranaga, who will unite Japan
under his rule and become shōgun (military dictator).
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In 1975, Mifune appeared in the adventure drama Paper
Tiger alongside David Niven and the anonymous action
film The New Spartans. The next year, Japan’s greatest
actor played the Japanese chief strategist Admiral
Isoroku Yamamoto in the American production
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Next page: DVD cover and still image from Shōgun
by National Broadcasting Company (NBC) © 1980
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Alongside Richard Chamberlain as John Blackthorne
and Yoko Shimada as his highborn, multilingual
guide Mariko, Mifune played Toranaga brilliantly.
The series was enthusiastically received by Western
audiences and the press alike and received rave
reviews. Mifune’s presence didn’t go unnoticed.
“Mifune exudes a presence, honed through numerous
classic Japanese films, that pierces the TV screen the
way a samurai sword would slice through a shoji
screen”, Rick Malaspina wrote in his review of Shōgun.
“It persists in every movement, every utterance,
every facial expression the man makes. He’s magic.”
Both Chamberlain and Mifune were nominated for
an Emmy award in the category ‘Outstanding Lead
Actor in a Limited Series or a Special’, but did not
win the prestigious prize (Chamberlain did win a
Golden Globe for best performance by an actor, and
Yoko Shimada for best performance by an actress in
a television series).

“Mifune exudes a presence, honed
through numerous classic Japanese films,
that pierces the TV screen the way a
samurai sword would slice through a shoji
screen”
The American cast and crew of Shōgun were deeply
impressed by Mifune, particularly when he appeared
on the set in full costume. It was as if Toshirô
Mifune, a Japanese citizen of the twentieth century,
transformed completely in a powerful warlord of
the 1600s. “He’s played in so many samurai pictures
that he is a samurai”, co-star Richard Chamberlain
told reporter Lisa Lewinson after the shooting of the
series had wrapped. Jerry London, the director of
Shōgun, talks in the making-of documentary about
his first time meeting Mifune. “Some guy walks in
and he looks familiar. But I didn’t recognize him.
Because in civilian clothes, he just doesn’t have that
majestic grandeur that Toshirô has. As soon as he
put on that costume, he became not only Toranaga,
he becomes a king. The guy is magic.” Mifune’s
presence was felt by everyone present, as producer
Frank Cardea vividly remembers. “Toshirô was the
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consummate, I mean professional and brilliant,
brilliant actor. He had more stage presence than
anyone I have ever worked with. If you had your
back to the stage door when he walked in, you felt
him coming in. He was just incredible.”
Although the result of months of shooting was
magnificent and well received, the production
process of Shōgun had been long and arduous.
It had been troubled by culture clashes between
the American and Japanese crew. Exemplary for
his generous character and desire to make the
production a success, Mifune treated his co-stars
and the crew to a “little informal cocktail party”.
It turned out to be an “elaborately catered affair,
complete with ship-shaped salmon and ice statues.
He later hosted Shōgun’s wrap party, complete with
servants in white jackets and gloves”. Unsuccessful
and criticized in Japan, Shōgun became a huge hit
in the United States and Europe with millions of
viewers tuning in to see the adventures of John
Blackthorne. At age sixty, Shōgun was the last real
high point in Mifune’s career as an actor, although
he would appear in no less than eleven Japanese
television series in the next four years.

Star Wars
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Mifune continued
to appear in foreign projects. Most made little
impact. He appeared in The Bushido Blade (1981),
The Challenge (1982), Sicilian Connection (1987), the
French-Canadian adventure film Shadow of the Wolf
(1992) and Picture Bride (1994). Despite being the best
known Japanese actor in the world, and doing his
best to learn his English lines phonetically, Mifune
to his own disappointment did not have a really big
career outside Japan. Besides Hell in the Pacific, Red
Sun, and Shōgun he never really had any major or
leading roles in Western productions.
In retrospect, this was also the result of him or his
management turning down roles, such as the one
in the James Bond film. In 2015, it became known
that Mifune in the late 1970s had also turned down
the roles of Obi-Wan Kenobi and Darth Vader in the
first Star Wars film. “I heard from my father that he

was offered the role of Obi Wan Kenobi, but he was
concerned about how the film would look and that it
would cheapen the image of samurai, on which George
Lucas had based a lot of the character and fighting
style”, Mifune’s daughter Mika told an audience in
Tokyo in December 2015. “At the time, sci-fi movies still
looked quite cheap as the effects were not advanced
and he had a lot of samurai pride. So then, there was
talk about him taking the Darth Vader role as his face
would be covered, but in the end he turned that down
too”, Mika recalled to the assembled press. Mifune’s
presence in Star Wars would have undoubtedly made
it a different film, more of a ‘samurai in space’ film
than Star Wars actually became with only Western
actors. Appearing in a James Bond film and in Star Wars
would have done much to raise Mifune’s international
profile. It will always remain a question to be asked
but never answered, what he could have achieved if he
had picked the right roles and had a better command
of English.
Interest in his productions and career in Japan
ebbed away and while he was largely ignored there,
retrospectives of Mifune’s work were held in 1983 in
cities like Chicago, Boston, and New York. He received
all sorts of awards and prizes and regularly travelled
to the United States, where his films were shown and
where he was often interviewed. Mifune was also still
working hard to keep his production company going.
“Even if I want to retire, how could I? […] There are
too many other people depending on me, too many
mouths to feed. I’m supposed to be an actor, but I
hardly have any time to appear in movies. They take
too long, and I’m too busy running the company”,
he told reporters. In 1986, Mifune received a UCLA
Medal from the University of California in Los Angeles
for “his contribution as an international film star”.
Stuart Galbraith notes about this period that, “Mifune
grew increasingly uncomfortable in public, yet he
endured such tributes nonetheless; he was forever
polite, thanking everyone, including security guards,
caterers, and the like, and he felt an obligation to take
the time to address his fans individually whenever
possible, spending far longer signing autographs than
his handlers ever expected him to”. Mifune’s star had
gone pale in Japan, but abroad he was given the praise
and accolades he deserved.

“Mifune’s star had
gone pale in Japan, but
abroad he was given the
praise and accolades he
deserved”
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In the 1980s, Mifune appeared in and produced films and television series
which met with little critical success. The actor Mifune accepted roles in
mediocre international film projects to keep the producer Mifune and
his company going. In 1984, after 21 years and 13 films, the stages of
Mifune Productions were bulldozed and replaced by condominiums. The
land had become much more valuable than the buildings on it. Where
once his studios had been, Mifune now moved into one of the newly built
condominiums. It was clearly a painful decision for the ageing actor, who
had most of his income in later years come from real estate. “The company
was a great joy”, Mifune later said about the closure of his production
company. “At our peak there were some 200 people working for me and
it was the greatest tragedy to finally have to close the operation”. His son
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“The company was a
great joy. It was the
greatest tragedy to
finally have to close
the operation”
Shiro hinted at the reasons for
the decline of Mifune Productions,
saying that his father, “was not a
businessman. An actor, but not a
businessman. His dream, because
his father was a cameraman,
was to have his own studio, but
a movie studio is different [from
a photography studio]. He later
said he made the same mistake as
his father: just like his father, he
lost everything. His was the type
of personality that wanted to do
everything himself, but it was too
much.”
As the 1990s arrived and Mifune
became 70 years old, it became

clear that he was not well, not in
the least because of a life of hard
drinking. For some years, Mifune
had not been able to remember his
lines at work. His son Shiro would
make signs with big Japanese
writing, which he held up next
to the camera to help his father.
While in Alaska to film Shadow of
the Wolf, Mifune fell ill and began to
have problems with his memory. In
1992, his medical condition further
deteriorated. Some media outlets
reported that he was hospitalized
because of overwork, while others
maintained that he suffered a heart
attack or stroke. That same year,
Mifune broke off the relationship

with his long-time mistress. In
1993, Sachiko Yoshimine, who was
still officially his wife, returned.
For a while they lived together
quite happily again, until she
died in 1995 of pancreatic cancer.
Mifune’s physical and mental
health declined rapidly as he
suffered from Alzheimer’s disease.
On December 24, 1997, on Christmas
Eve, Toshirô Mifune died at age 77
of multiple organ failure after a
long stay in the hospital. Mifune
was survived by his two sons Shiro
and Takeshi, his daughter Mika, a
grandson and two granddaughters.
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At Mifune’s funeral, the documentary Mifune: The Last Samurai
mentions, a moving letter from Akira Kurosawa was read. “We
were part of the golden age of Japanese cinema together”, part
of the letter from the director to the actor stated. “When I look
back at each and every film, I couldn’t have made them without
you. You gave so much of yourself. Thank you, my friend. For one
last time, over a bottle of sake, I wish I could’ve told you all this.
Goodbye, my friend. I’ll see you soon”. Less than one year later,
Akira Kurosawa died at the age of 88.
Most of the sixteen films Kurosawa and Mifune worked on
together are regarded as cinematic masterworks and the finest
films they made both in front and behind the camera. As Esther
Yi remarks about their unique creative collaboration, “Mifune’s
creative partnership with Akira Kurosawa endured as it did,
producing some of the finest works in Japanese cinema, in no
small part because Kurosawa gave breathing room to those
qualities of Mifune that other directors might have stifled and
disciplined to their needs”. It was not easy, however, for Mifune
to accept that he was always mentioned together with Kurosawa,
as if his other roles and productions were not worth mentioning.
“Mifune was less than happy about being connected so closely to
Kurosawa”, Stuart Galbraith writes in his biography of the two
men. “During his career, he had worked for more than twenty
different directors, yet, in publications like Kinema Jumpo, he
was still joined to Kurosawa’s hip; few thought he could achieve
greatness on his own”. In 1984, during a retrospective of his
works in New York, Mifune according to Galbraith ruefully
remarked: “Why not call it a Kurosawa series instead? I haven’t
done much else worth showing”.
While it has often been said that Mifune was at his best under
the direction of Kurosawa, the director in turn made his best
films when he had Mifune acting out his script and vision.
Stuart Galbraith notes that Kurosawa’s later works, such as
Kagemusha (1980) and Ran (1985), “became increasingly formal,
vast exercises in color and composition, and could well have used
the life, energy and explosiveness that Mifune always brought
to his performances”. Ikiru (1952) is the only film that Kurosawa
made between 1948 and 1965 without Mifune in it, and it is also
the only Kurosawa film without Mifune that is recognized as a
cinematic masterwork.
In retrospective we see that Mifune and Kurosawa were at
their best when they worked together. In the productive era
between 1948 and 1965, Toshirô Mifune and Akira Kurosawa
proved themselves the greatest actor-director duo in the history
of cinema. The careers of both men went downhill after they
stopped working together, although this turn of fortune was also
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Mifune and Kurosawa
on the set of Seven Samurai
by Toho © 1954

caused by the Japanese film industry
felling apart. The Golden Era of
Japanese cinema – the 1950s and early
1960s - which had given both men so
many opportunities to shine, was over.

“Toshirô Mifune and Akira
Kurosawa proved themselves as
the greatest actor-director duo in
the history of cinema”
During his long career, which spanned
fifty years and about 170 films and
television series, Toshirô Mifune
played a wide range of roles in Japanese
as well as international productions.
He won more than sixty individual
acting awards. More than seventy of
the films he appeared in won Japanese
or international film awards.

“We were part of the
golden age of Japanese
cinema together”

In 2015, the Hollywood Chamber of Commerce
announced that more than eighteen years after his
death, Mifune would get recognition in the form of
a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. In late 2016,
Mifune became the fourth Japanese to be bestowed
this honour after actors Sessue Hayakawa and
Iwamatsu Mako, and the Godzilla (Gojira) character.
With his vivid and powerful portrayals of gangsters,
doctors, warlords, samurai, noble peasants and
disillusioned modern men, Mifune ruled Japanese
cinema for many years, becoming one of the greatest
icons of Japanese cinema. For film fans around the
world, Toshirô Mifune embodies the image of the
samurai warrior. Even in the twenty-first century it
is difficult, if not impossible, to not picture Mifune
when thinking of a sword-wielding samurai on
the big screen. Mifune’s anti-hero warrior persona
would return in many other films, in Japan and
abroad. Says American director Steven Spielberg in
the documentary Mifune: The Last Samurai: “A lot of
people tried to imitate Mifune, especially when they
are playing strong and silent. But nobody can. He was

unique in the world. Most actors realised they can
never beat Toshirô Mifune. But they can be inspired
by him. And I think a lot of actors who are very
serious about their craft study him”. Clint Eastwood,
who became the star of the spaghetti westerns by
Sergio Leone, acknowledged Mifune’s influence on
his own performance and screen persona: “He was
definitely an inspiration for me. He will always be the
great samurai for us”.

“For film fans around
the world, Toshirô
Mifune embodies the
image of the samurai
warrior”
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Red-Baer and Mifune at the opening
ceremony of the Mifune Geijutsu Gakuin for the students
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TEACHING FOR MIFUNE

ROBERT RED-BAER

I

n 1981, Toshirô Mifune
proudly opened his
own acting school in
Tokyo, the Mifune
Geijutsu Gakuin. To train and
prepare talented young actors and
actresses for roles in Japanese and
foreign films, one of the teachers
who came to work for Mifune was
American Robert Red-Baer. RedBaer had come to Japan in 1975 and
was asked, while already working
for an English language school as a
teacher, to come work at Mifune’s
acting school. Over the course of
the next three years, until 1984,
Red-Baer would teach English
and acting at the Mifune Geijutsu
Gakuin. During the blistering
hot summer of 2011, the former
Edogawa University lecturer looked
back at his time at the school and
shared his memories of Mifune.
“I was working at the time for
an English school. I taught kids.
I didn’t actually teach class, but
I was the gaijin [foreigner] they
never saw before in their lives.
Every year there were two events,
a summer camp and something

at Christmas. Almost all students
went, because it was cheap or even
free. I designed an act for it. The
stage director, a Japanese, really
liked the show. That stage director
recommended me to Mifune.”
“He talked to Mifune about me.
And then my boss, the English
company boss, calls me one day
and says, ‘how would you like to
teach at an acting school?’ ‘Yeah,
sure’. ‘So, did you ever hear of this
guy called Toshirô Mifune? He is
opening an acting school in Tokyo’.
I said, ‘oh, that’s nice’.”
“I had heard his name some place,
in an English book or something.
He again said, ‘Toshirô Mifune’. ‘Oh,
yeah, I will do it’. I was supposed to
jump up and down. I told my wife,
‘I am going to teach for Toshirô
Mifune’. She flipped out. She said,
‘do you know who he is?’ ‘No...’.
I had only heard the name… My
wife said, ‘remember we went to
that movie in Hawaii?’ I think it
was called Hell in the Pacific. With a
Japanese and an American soldier
stuck on an island together. And

Photographs courtesy
of Robert Red-Baer
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Opening ceremony for the acting school. Mifune is behind the microphone, Red-Baer sits on the left

Mifune was that actor. I didn’t know that was him. I
guess I didn’t realize how really famous he was until
I actually worked there. I had never seen a samurai
movie before that. I didn’t come to Japan because I was
a ‘Japanese fan’. I came over here because I thought
I was going to stay here for two years, make a lot of
money, and go back. But after I got here, I had to learn
some things. Especially the language.”
“I didn’t talk to Mifune until the day of the opening
ceremony. They had the TV news there and had set up
an opening stage. There were some famous people up
there on that stage, plus the teachers and instructors
at the school. The first time we met was on that stage
at the opening ceremony. After the ceremony there
were drinks. We took a bus to the school and in the
cafeteria we had a little party. If I remember correctly,
that is where we first really talked. We introduced and
I asked him, ‘I don’t want to make a mistake in talking
with you and everything in Japanese. Can we speak
English?’. And he answered me in Japanese, ‘I don’t
speak English, so that is why I am hiring you. Because
I don’t want my students to be in a movie where they
can’t use their own voice. In a Western movie. So you
38 • The Last Samurai: The Life and Films of Toshirô Mifune

are important to the school’. I was surprised when
he told me he didn’t speak English. He also said that
he memorized his English lines by the sounds of the
words. He never spoke English to me.”

“He answered me in Japanese, ‘I don’t speak
English, so that is why I am hiring you. I
don’t want my students to be in a movie
where they can’t use their own voice. So you
are important to the school’ ”
“At the school I started figuring out what I was doing
when I was doing it. Because it was my first time. It
was completely up to me. The object was to get the
students to speak English and to teach some acting.
Of course, they had other acting classes too. I tried
different things. I tried singing, some songs, maybe
some dance. I tried some dialogues. Problem was, their
English levels were all different. I had forty or more

Red-Baer and Mifune at the opening ceremony of the school for the students

students in that class. A big class.
And I also tried some things that I
wrote myself.”

Mifune, I would have probably
asked him. But he might never talk
to me again too!”

“Mr. Mifune was a very busy man
back then, so I didn’t see much
of him. When I was working for
him, he was in television shows
and other movies. But when he
was around, he would always come
up and greet me as ‘Baer-sensei’
[teacher]. We talked at least once a
month. Not meetings or anything,
just talk. Just meet in the hall or by
accident. I remember I once asked
Mifune something like, ‘you are so
famous, do you ever ride on the
train?’. ‘Yeah, I ride on the train
sometimes’. I know Mifune didn’t
talk about Kurosawa and I didn’t
ask about it. Because I had a feeling
that it was not a subject to bring
up. I know it was a relationship
that went bad. If I was studying

“One Sunday, when I was already
working for him for a while, I was
on some NHK [Japan Broadcasting
Corporation] TV show, some kind
of family program about recording
videos. It was no big deal. The
next day, Toshirô Mifune and I
happened to bump into each
other in the hallway of the school.
Mifune came up to me and the first
thing he said to me, like I was a
TV star, ‘Baer-sensei, kinou mita yo.
Terebi deteta ne’. ‘Baer-sensei, I saw
you on TV yesterday!’ Very kind.
Toshirô Mifune saw me on TV.”
“The thing that I remember the
best was this New Year party. It was
probably the first December after
the school opened. Around the

“ ‘Baer-sensei, I saw
you on TV yesterday!’
Very kind. Toshirô
Mifune saw me on
TV”
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Mifune teaching students at his acting school.

Mifune Geijutsu Gakuin booklet, courtesy of Robert Red-Baer

time Shōgun was broadcast or finished being broadcast.
There was a big bōnenkai, a ‘forget the year party’.
There were about six or seven hundred people in this
hotel complex. Entertainment, dancers, drums... It was
Mifune’s party, there were hundreds of guests and a lot
of things going on. And Mifune talked to me for a good
ten minutes. Just standing there, talking with me. I was
just an English teacher, and I taught acting too, but…
He didn’t even have to say hello to me, but to spend ten
minutes talking with me, when this is his party with all
these famous people… And these parties usually only
go for two hours, maybe two and a half hours!
“I also asked him if Richard Chamberlain [co-star of
Mifune in Shōgun] was there. Because that was around
the time when Shōgun was on. He said, ‘no’. But at
the end of the party, which is like a wedding, the
people go by and say good luck or whatever. Mifune
and important people for the school lined up and
everybody greeted and left. And Richard Chamberlain
was there. At least I think so, or it was somebody who
really looked like him. I was waiting in the reception,
said goodbye and we shook hands. He was the only
other foreigner at the party that I could see. He looked
like the guy and something was going on. I am sure it
was him.”
“Around 1984, I noticed that the school was not doing
well. The number of students decreased. It was hard,
because at first he was taking too many students at
one time. Classes were too big, that was one problem.
They started doing some kids things, which I know was
not the original plan. Learning English, acting. I wasn’t
much involved in that. I don’t think it was the school,
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but the production company that brought the school
down. Because the school was inside the production
company. Next door, but on paper inside. Part of the
production company. But it was his dream, you know?
It just didn’t work. It unfortunately folded – long story,
but bad management was a big part of it.”
“It just stopped. They continued with some children
stuff for a year or two I think, I didn’t keep track
after that. Up until a few years ago I once in a while
got together with some of the instructors at the
school. Sometimes we talk about Mifune or Mifune
Productions. Sometimes I was trying to find out what
was happening. I found out that he was sick, of course,
dying… Nowadays people only know Mika Mifune.
But they don’t know him anymore. I met Mika –
she actually sent me a letter. She saw my website,
introduced herself and thanked me for the nice things
I said about her father. I met her when she was just
a baby. One day, Mifune’s mistress came in with the
baby. At school. I thought it was his wife, but it was his
mistress. I didn’t even know he had a mistress. Mifune
told me Mika was his daughter. She was a baby then.”
In her essay about Mifune, Michiko Matsuda writes
that the actor “never let fame go to his head. By all
accounts, he was a hardworking and conscientious
actor, considerate of those around him. He was
fastidiously tidy, even to the point of cleaning up after
others. He was also kind and generous toward the
crew that worked behind the scenes. Such character
traits earned him the love and esteem of friends
and colleagues alike”. It is a characterization that is
confirmed by Red-Baer.

“Mifune was a person that… He was an actor. And when he was not an
actor, he was not acting. So, in the Seven Samurai, he was that character. But
when he was off the set he was just a man called Toshirô Mifune. He was…
it is hard to explain... He had a powerful image. And he was always neat.
You know, off stage, off the set. His clothes were always… you never saw
a wrinkle or a thread. But he didn’t act like a dandy or anything like that.
In my personal experience, Mifune was a great guy. I started to watch his
movies after I started working for him. A great actor. And a great person.
That was probably the problem with his businesses. He was not wicked
enough. To run a business you have to have some sort of cruelty I think.
To run a big business, a production company. And maybe his goodness
hurt him.”

“Mifune was a great
guy. A great actor.
And a great person.
That was probably
the problem with his
businesses. He was
not wicked enough.
To run a business
you have to have
some sort of cruelty I
think. And maybe his
goodness hurt him”

Mifune Productions building, the school was next door.
Mifune Geijutsu Gakuin booklet, courtesy of Robert Red-Baer
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Red-Baer and Mifune at a New Year party
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PAYING RESPECTS
A visit to the last resting place of Mr. Mifune in Kawasaki

I

t is the early autumn
of 2009. Daylight
is becoming more
scarce and an ever
colder wind sweeps through the
streets of Tokyo. From Shinjuku,
the most crowded train station in
the world, the Odakyu Odawara
train heads towards Kawasaki.
Squashed in between Tokyo and
Yokohama, Kawasaki is part of the
endless concrete jungle that forms
the Greater Tokyo Area. It is the
most populous metropolitan area
in the world, home to more than 37
million people. Kawasaki is the last

resting place of Toshirô Mifune.
To pay respects to the actor
whose energetic and fascinating
performances opened the world
of Japanese cinema to me, I decide
to try and find Mr. Mifune’s grave.
The first and easiest step is to take
the train to Ikuta Station. From
the station, there should be a bus
going to the private cemetery
where Mifune lies. In my best yet
limited Japanese, I ask a young lady
if she knows where the bus and the
graveyard are. She doesn’t know,
but she pulls out her Japanese flip

44 • The Last Samurai: The Life and Films of Toshirô Mifune

phone and asks around. She even
offers to walk me to my destination.
It is one of those typical moments
where you meet a friendly stranger
who wants to help out.
As we walk to our destination, she
asks me why I want to go to the
cemetery. Born in the 1990s, she
has never even heard of Toshirô
Mifune. It is a strange thing. In
his lifetime, even at the height
of his career, Mifune was perhaps
appreciated abroad more than in
his own country. Internationally,
his work was and is still celebrated.

“Toshirô Mifune.
Actor, director, producer.
The seventh and Last Samurai”

In Japan, his private life seemed to get more coverage
by the Japanese press than his films and television
work. I explain to my curious companion that Mifune
was a famous actor, and that he is known around the
world.
As we approach the cemetery, a middle-aged Japanese
man runs out from his home into his garden, as if he
has been waiting all day for a foreigner to pass by. He
calls to us in English. I am not the first foreigner to
visit, he says moments later, as he enthusiastically
hands me a map of the area. The cemetery is another

hundred meters along the road, on the side of a small
hill. With directions from the staff, we find Mifune’s
grave. It appears well maintained, almost as if it is
new. Fresh flowers adorn the grey tombstone. As the
sun sets high in the clear blue sky, I pay my respects to
Mr. Mifune. Thank you for the amazing films you gave
the world.
Toshirô Mifune.
Actor, director, producer.
The seventh and Last Samurai.
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人を安く使うとかえって高くつくぞ
“Hito wo yasuku tsukau to kaette takaku tsuku zo”
“When you hire someone cheaply, you pay a high price”

