Crowned in Ruin: Resonances Between Kurosawa'’s
Ran and Anthony Hopkins as King Lear (2018)
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and the Shakespearean Tragic: Macheth in a Galaxy Far, Far Away and
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Japan to the allegorical architectures of the Star Wars universe. @M -
Thanks again for the suggestion!

Across cultures and media forms, King Lear, like MacBeth, resists containment,
defying easy categorization or fixed interpretation. Its tragic scope—centred on the
violent disintegration of power, family, and selfhood—possesses a universality that
transcends time, place, and medium, enabling it to translate with remarkable force
into radically different aesthetic and cultural settings. This is not simply a matter of
thematic portability, but of profound structural and psychological resonance: the
fissures in authority, the betrayal of kinship, and the unraveling of identity under
existential pressures are motifs that persistently echo across civilizations and
epochs. When Akira Kurosawa'’s Ran is placed in dialogue with Richard Eyre’s 2018
film adaptation starring Anthony Hopkins, what emerges is not a straightforward
comparative exercise but rather a meditation on how cinematic form and cultural
context serve as vehicles to channel and transform the play’s eschatological despair.
Both works adapt Lear not by slavishly preserving Shakespeare’s text or its
Elizabethan idioms, but by distilling and preserving its structural truths: the implosion
of sovereign power, the fragility and fracture of family bonds, and the ravaging of
selfhood through time, betrayal, and grief. The critical question ceases to be about
fidelity to text and instead focuses on how each adaptation exploits its
medium—film’s visual grammar, narrative economy, and sensory impact—and
responds to its own historical moment to crystallize a shared metaphysical crisis that
remains powerfully relevant.
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Kurosawa'’s Ran is steeped in the imagery, ritual, and disciplined austerity of Noh
theatre and the monumental landscapes of feudal Japan, offering a reimagining of
Lear through the figure of Hidetora Ichimoniji, an aging warlord whose attempt to
divide his domain between his sons triggers a cascade of civil war, chaos, and
existential ruin. Noh’s emphasis on stillness, subtle gestures, and the use of masks
to express internal states resonates profoundly with Kurosawa'’s cinematic approach
to Lear. Rather than relying on dialogue to convey psychological complexity, Ran
conveys the ineffable through composition and the choreography of bodies within
space—faces frozen in painted expressions of torment, eyes that communicate
despair through a stillness that contrasts sharply with the violent chaos surrounding
them. This ritualized embodiment of suffering heightens the sense that the
characters are not merely individuals but archetypes caught in the inexorable
machinery of fate. The slow, deliberate pacing and the stylized blocking in Ran echo
Noh’s meditative rhythms, inviting viewers into a contemplative space where tragedy
is not simply witnessed but intuited at a spiritual level.




This film is a work not of language or speech but of silence and visual poetry:
moments of stillness punctuated by haunting gazes exchanged across blood-soaked
battlefields, the sight of fallen bodies scattered across hills painted with a surreal red,
and faces contorted into stylized masks of suffering and rage. Kurosawa deliberately
evacuates Shakespeare’s rich verbal tapestry, replacing it with an intense focus on



composition, movement, and the symbolic use of colour and space. The succession
crisis, the brutality of civil war, and the devastating natural disasters that punctuate
the narrative become more than mere plot elements; they are staged as elemental
forces working against human order, as if the natural world itself revolts against the
arrogance and folly of man. This is Lear refracted through a cosmology governed not
by Christian providence or justice but by the inexorable logic of karma and cosmic
balance. The film’'s sense of time is cyclical and cosmic rather than linear: history is
not a progression but a repeating pattern, where violence begets more violence and
human folly is met not with divine retribution but with the cold, indifferent
consequences of fate. The film’s epic scale and ritualized style invite viewers to
perceive the tragedy as part of a universal, cyclical human condition, where
individual and political collapse mirror the vast, relentless rhythms of the cosmos.




Moreover, Kurosawa’s masterful use of sky imagery throughout Ran amplifies the
film’s cosmic and metaphysical dimensions. The vastness of the sky—whether
storm-darkened, brooding with portent, or piercingly clear—serves as a mutable



canvas reflecting the inner turmoil and external chaos that engulf Hidetora and his
world. In key sequences, the sky appears almost as a silent, omnipresent witness to
human folly and suffering, its shifting colours and moods marking the rise and fall of
power and sanity. Storm clouds gathering above battlefields echo the gathering
doom, while moments of eerie stillness under open blue skies accentuate the
loneliness and vulnerability of the fallen warlord. This sky imagery resonates with the
cyclical view of history embedded in the film: the heavens do not intervene with
divine justice but remain indifferent, a vast and empty space that dwarfs human
struggles and amplifies their tragic futility. The sky thus becomes a symbol of the
cosmic order—or disorder—that underlies the mortal world, a reminder that human
agency is caught within forces far greater than itself.




In this way, Kurosawa'’s visual and thematic choices transform Lear from a tragedy of
a singular monarch into an epic meditation on the impermanence of power and the
fragile intersection of human will with destiny. The Noh-inspired stillness punctuating
the chaos underscores a fatalistic acceptance, as characters enact their roles within



a predetermined cosmic drama. This ritualized aesthetic deepens the film’s
meditation on time—not as a linear march but as a swirling continuum where past
violence informs present suffering, and where Hidetora’s downfall is but one turn in
an endless cycle of rise and ruin.

In stark contrast, Eyre’s 2018 King Lear thrusts the drama into a recognizably
contemporary and militarized state—a Britain that is vaguely 21st century, marked by
post-democratic malaise and institutional coldness. This modern setting is not simply
a backdrop but an active commentary: Lear here is not a tragic monarch steeped in
dynastic tradition, but an autocrat unmoored from institutional constraints or moral
accountability, whose hubris precipitates a breakdown resonant with the decline of
modern empires and the fragility of late-stage political order. Anthony Hopkins’s Lear
is portrayed with a brutal clarity, embodying a figure more brittle than mad, more
cruel than noble, a man whose decline is accelerated by a society that demands
strength and punishes weakness or ambiguity without mercy. The adaptation distills
Shakespeare’s sprawling text to its rawest emotional and political conflicts, tightening
the narrative noose so that the tension and despair are borne primarily through the
actors’ performances rather than linguistic flourish. Here, the tragedy is stripped of
cosmic or metaphysical grandeur and recast as systemic and institutional: it is the
failure of governance, the erosion of familial loyalty, and the collapse of genuine care
within a hypermodern, bureaucratic, and alienated social order that drive the
narrative. Madness in this version is psychological trauma writ large, a fragmented
internal collapse in a world that has become inhospitable to vulnerability, a bleak
portrait of mental disintegration framed by cold, oppressive spaces that amplify
isolation.
















Yet, despite these vastly different aesthetics and cultural idioms, both Ran and
Eyre’s King Lear converge around a powerful, shared image: the body stripped bare
and exposed—on the storm-swept heath, amid the ruins of once-powerful realms, in
madness, silence, and desolation. In Ran, Hidetora’s corporeal decline is rendered
as a slow, mournful journey across desolate fields ravaged by storms and
bloodshed, his mind shattered by the horrors unleashed in his name. His body
becomes a visual embodiment of shame, madness, and the ultimate futility of worldly
power, framed through ritualized imagery and the stylized masks of classical



Japanese theatre. In Eyre’s adaptation, Hopkins’s Lear similarly staggers through
urban wastelands and confining, prison-like interiors, his psyche collapsing under the
cumulative weight of regret, betrayal, and lost authority. Both men are undone by the
very power they once wielded—victims of a violent logic of their own making. Their
children—whether daughters as in Shakespeare and Eyre, or sons as in Ran—echo
this collapse structurally and thematically: filial relationships degrade into
transactional calculations, virtue is met with indifference or cruelty, and kindness
where it surfaces is either futile or extinguished. The family becomes a site where
political and emotional structures alike unravel, embodying the deep fractures within
human society and identity.




Though these adaptations differ markedly in their gestures, they resonate profoundly
in tone and affect. Both reject Shakespeare’s verbal poetry in favour of registers
suited to their respective media and cultures: Kurosawa’s painterly frames and
ritualized blocking recall the precision and symbolism of Japanese theatre, while
Eyre’s claustrophobic mise-en-scéne and psychological realism immerse the viewer
in a contemporary world stripped to its emotional essentials. Both invite audiences



not to decode or intellectualize Shakespeare’s text, but to viscerally experience what
happens when the scaffolding of meaning—family, order, sovereignty—collapses
into chaos. The storm that rages in both works is more than a plot device; it is a
metaphysical force, a symbol of the loss of place and belonging in a world turned
hostile and indifferent. This elemental turmoil conveys a profound crisis of being,
where the human self is uprooted from the structures that once gave it identity and
security.

Just as Kurosawa'’s Throne of Blood and the Donmar Warehouse’s Macbeth
illuminated each other through resonance rather than direct comparison, so too do
Ran and Eyre’s King Lear engage in a shared dialogue across cultural and temporal
divides. Together, they create a sensorium of decay and desolation, drawing from
culturally distinct but emotionally proximate traditions. One unfolds through the epic
fatalism of Japanese historical drama, where ritual and cosmic cycles shape human
destiny; the other, through the claustrophobic intimacy of modern political collapse,
exposing the fragility of late capitalist governance and family life. Yet despite these
formal and cultural differences, both leave us with the same haunting sense: that the



human heart, once severed from love, responsibility, and the ethical bonds that
sustain it, cannot endure the corrosive weight of its own power.
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