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Umberto D. (Vittorio de Sica) and Ikiru (Akira Kurosawa) both 1952 
 

Two old men, appearing to fail, in the same year; but for different reasons, and at 
different ends of the world. 
 Mr Ferrari (for that is Umberto Domenico’s surname), has, on the surface, a much 
worse time of it in post-war Italy than Mr Watanabe has in post-war Japan. He pays 
$17 out of his $25 pension every month to his loud-mouthed, upwardly-mobile tart of 
a landlady, is in arrears, and is threatened with eviction. Her apartment swarms with 
ants – they’re even in his bed. 
 de Sica makes his meaning plain with his first shot, where a Roman bus casually 
pushes through an OAPs’ demonstration. “Aug-men-to! Aug-ment-to!” they all shout 
(referring to their pensions), but the police disperse them, for they have no permit to 
demonstrate – one of them explains that they tried to get one, but it was refused. This 
is despite their well-dressed, homburg-hatted respectability. As far as society is 
concerned, they’re on the scrap-heap. Soup kitchens are the best they can expect. In a 
later scene, Ferrari loses his dog, to whom he’s much attached. He goes to the dog-
pound, and watches in horror as a crate full of dogs is slid into a gas chamber. Just as 
the doors of the gas-chamber shut on the dogs, so the doors of the building are shut on 
him. He’s being excluded, all the way through the film. Society is telling him he’s 
over. 
 Mr Watanabe has far different problems. In some ways he’s lucky. He’s not a 
pensioner – he has a full-time job, as head of section in local government. He has 
money in the bank. But whereas Mr Ferrari shows plenty of life – arguing, 
complaining, playing with his dog – Mr Watanabe never reacts to anything. He’s 
presented with Brechtian objectivity via a quiet voice-over which tells us he’s got on 
for twenty-five years by doing nothing at all. He belongs, as Ferrari doesn’t, but in a 
way and to a set-up that deprives him of life. All he does is keep his office chair 
warm. At work, his nickname is The Mummy. But now he’ll have to react, for he has 
stomach cancer, and a year to live. Mr Ferrari at least has his health (he goes into 
hospital with tonsillitis, but is soon out).1 
 

  
 

                                                 
1: This episode reminds us of the hospitalisation of the father in Rossellini’s Germany Year Zero. 
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 Some angry women spend hours being pushed from section to section in the 
Tokyo city hall, each section claiming that whatever they’re after, it’s the job of the 
next section to see to it. They want a mosquito-infested bomb site converted into a 
children’s playground (flooded bomb sites are often used as metaphors in early 
Kurosawa). Eventually one section chief does ask them to stop, and to submit their 
idea in writing; and they retire. We see little hope for them, for the whole municipal 
machine is geared to making sure no good ideas ever get off the ground. We forget 
them and the play-area for the next hour of the film. 
 The photography in de Sica’s film is adequate but flat, and the real interiors (as I 
guess they are) look … real, and dull. Kurosawa’s photography has fine shades of 
grey in it, and what appear to me to be the studio sets for the boring, lifeless office 
interiors, filled with meaningless piles of paper, form an excellent visual metaphor for 
Mr Watanabe’s meaningless life. 
 What I’m saying is, Japanese cinematic art – and a bigger budget – triumphs here 
over low-budget Italian neo-realism. You can do more with skilfully-decorated studio 
sets and careful camera set-ups than you can with an approach which is (from 
financial necessity) semi-documentary. 
 Watch the five-minute shot in the clinic where Watanabe listens as a fellow-
patient, who doesn’t realise that Watanabe has cancer, describes the disease’s 
symptoms. As he piles detail upon detail, up to and including the black faeces, 
Takashi Shimura as Watanabe edges further and further away from him and closer 
and closer into the camera, crouching lower and lower, his face registering nothing 
but an increasingly blank misery. 
 de Sica indulges himself: his narrative stops now and then. See the scene where 
Ferrari’s young female friend (she’s pregnant by one of two soldiers in the barracks 
opposite; she thinks it’s the soldier from Naples), gets up, her curlers still in, wanders 
round the flat, hoses some ants off the wall, feels her stomach, grinds some coffee, 
closes the door with one foot … there’s really nothing going on except the director’s 
enjoyment of the actress’s prettiness. 
 Whereas when Kurosawa follows Shimura around the house he shares with his 
mean son and daughter-in-law, kneeling before the family shrine, thinking about his 
wife (who died young), another son (who died during an appendectomy), and yet 
another (who died in the war), he shoots him from different angles, in different lights, 
and because we know how he’s feeling, not a foot of film is wasted. 
 Ikiru is nearly an hour longer than Umberto D: sign both of more money and 
leisure, and of greater ambition. Ferrari has his dog (its name is Flag): Watanabe, in a 
self-sufficient section of Ikiru, feeds some sake he can’t drink to another dog, a black 
dog. The cheap novelist, to whom he’s just confessed all, says that as he’s now going 
to be Mephistopheles to Watanabe’s Faust, the black dog has come in right on cue! In 
order to show Watanabe / Faust the 1952 Japanese equivalents of Auerbach’s cellar, 
the Witches’ Kitchen, and the Walpurgisnacht, he takes him on a tour of clubs, pubs 
and strip-joints – the places Watanabe has spent his whole life so far avoiding. 
 Umberto D. Ferrari has no such human companion, and no such an evening. He 
has his young female friend, but she has a life of her own: for a day or so, Mr 
Watanabe shares his life with one of his juniors, a pretty girl who’s left the office and 
taken a job making toy rabbits: “I feel,” she says, “that all children are my friends.” 
She’s naïve and yet satirical: Watanabe has never met anyone like her. He falls for 
her, and they go, not boozing and clubbing, but skating, to the pictures, and dining out 
(all these things are of course denied to Umberto D., whose girlfriend would never 
want to skate with him anyway). Watanabe buys a smart new hat to signal the 
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beginning of the first day of the rest of his life. His son and daughter-in-law are 
disgusted, especially when they find he’s spent 50,000 yen on the girl in two days. 
 Their relationship ends in a restaurant sequence which Kurosawa shoots with an 
office party in the adjacent room – this company, unlike Watanabe’s department, 
obviously knows how to give its employees a good time. As Watanabe gets closer to 
the girl, so he also gets closer to telling her about his terminal illness – she’s repelled 
by him on both counts, and he knows by the end of the scene that he was dumb ever 
to think she was for him. As he stumbles away, the office party opposite breaks into a 
rendition of Happy Birthday to You (sung in English). 
 de Sica et al were famous for using “non-professional” actors, as Eisenstein did: it 
is/was said to convey “greater authenticity”. I’m amazed that this idea ever caught on, 
for it ignores two facts: firstly that, at least since Stanislavsky, good actors will always 
research their parts, and, via impersonation, and their innate skill, come up with 
something better than the best-coached “non-professional”. And secondly that, in any 
case, many “non-professional” actors – call them “amateur actors” – are just as good 
as “professionals” – it’s just that they found something else to do with their lives. 
Thus, though we may be amazed and delighted at Takashi Shimura’s self-
transformation as the cringing, self-obliterating Watanabe (compare him in Seven 

Samurai), we have to concede that if we hadn’t been told that Carlo Battista, who 
plays Ferrari, wasn’t a professional actor, we wouldn’t know, his performance is so 
good. 
 Ferrari’s relationship with his young female friend terminates when he comes 
back to the apartment to find the landlady’s knocked a hole through the wall in his 
room. We’ve just seen him tempted to beg (in the shadow of the Pantheon, with trams 
buzzing past it as they certainly don’t buzz now), then tempted to make his dog beg – 
the cute and well-trained beast catches the eye, but still his pride won’t let him make 
money from its tricks. That night he contemplates suicide, and has a Celia Johnson 
Moment from two floors up, as a tram passes in the street. But as with Celia Johnson, 
he can’t – he can’t bear leaving the dog, which is all he has. As he leaves the 
apartment for ever next morning, he tells the girl (lying) that he’s found somewhere 
else close by. 
 The Puccinian music de Sica uses as background to all this leads us to suspect 
he’s milking the situation for pathos, which he is. 
 

 
 

Carlo Battista as Umberto D. Really he was a professor at Florence University. 
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 Having tried twice without success to get rid of the dog, Ferrari really does 
attempt suicide, this time under a train with the dog in his arms – but the dog, like Bill 
Sykes’ Patch, is too sensible, wriggles out of it, and he fails. As master and dog 
disappear down an avenue, de Sica brings up “FINE”, not on them, but on a bevy of 
boys running and shouting towards the camera. The problems of Umberto D. are in 
stasis: is de Sica saying that the boys’ problems have yet to start? Whatever the case, 
his film failed in Italy. The right condemned it for its depiction of their bureaucratic 
indifference, the left because it wasn’t constructive and optimistic enough. 
 I’m sure Kurosawa couldn’t have seen Umberto D. when he made Ikiru – though 
I’m open to correction. Intuition must have had something to with it. For it’s at this 
point – the point of rock-bottom despair and isolation, where the story of Umberto D. 
ends – that the story of Watanabe really begins, and several completely new 
dimensions put Ikiru into a different category from Umberto D. Within five minutes 
of his staggering from the restaurant and the girl, the film shows him returning to 
work – digging out the plan for the children’s playground – and, suddenly, dying. The 
rest of the film intercuts scenes of increasing drunken delusion at his wake, with 
flashbacks showing us how he got the bombsite drained, and the playground designed 
and built. 
 It’s a very pessimistic scenario. Kurosawa makes it clear that, beforehand, no-one 
apart from Watanabe and the women wanted the playground scheme to work, but that, 
once it was completed, everyone from the Mayor downwards wanted to claim credit 
for it. As the bureaucrats get drunk and lachrymose, until by the end of the festivity 
they’re all swearing to live by Watanabe’s example, so different parties come through 
to pay their respects to the photo at his shrine. First, the women, whose sincere 
mourning puts the hypocrites in the room (including the Mayor), to shame. Lastly, the 
policeman who saw Watanabe dying on a swing in the snow-covered playground only 
the previous day, was so moved by how happy he was that he didn’t move him on, 
and who’s just found his new smart hat lying crumpled and dirty in a corner. 
 

 
 

Takashi Shimura. 
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 We see the stages by which Watanabe pushed the scheme through against an 
apparently impenetrable bureaucracy. There are two spine-tingling scenes (though for 
different reasons). First is the one where Watanabe, with nothing to lose, and in 
defiance of all Japanese etiquette, asks the Mayor – who’s just rejected his scheme 
outright – please to think again. 
 

 
 

Mr Watanabe sets a precedent 

 
No-one ever does this in rigidly stratified Japan, and the expressions of amazement 
and outrage on everybody’s faces are wonderful. Second is where the local Yakuza 
try and muscle in, and try and bully Watanabe into giving up. “Do you value your 
life?” asks the leading thug; and it’s clear from the mute reaction he gets what 
Watanabe’s answer is. This scene is spine-tingling because, as we watch, we wonder 
where we’ve seen those faces before, and realise suddenly that there in the city hall 
corridor is half the cast of Seven Samurai, which Kurosawa made two years later. 


