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Barcarole of Death and Rebirth : A Study of the Gondola Song

(Gondora no uta) in Akira Kurosawa’s film To Live (Ikiru)

AIZAWA Naoki

(Associate Professor, European & American Cultures, Cultural Systems Course)

This paper attempts to examine how the Gondola Song (Gondora no uta: lyrics by Isamu Yoshii,
music by Shinpei Nakayama), one of the most popular songs of the Taisho era, operates in Akira
Kurosawa’s 1952 film To Live (Ikiru) through a micro-analysis of the scenes where the song is sung
or its melody appears as background music.

Among the explicative songs in the film, the Gondola Song is the only Japanese one (the others
are English): it treats the finiteness of human existence, a theme fundamental to the film. The pro-
tagonist Kanji Watanabe sings it twice: once mournfully in a bar and again, as a song in praise of
life, sitting on a children’s swing on a snowy night in a small park. Further, an orchestral arrange-
ment of the melody is played as background music, without lyrics, at the beginning and at the end
of the film. It may thus be safely said that the Gondola Song appears in the film as a motif, from not
only a thematic but also a musical point of view.

At the end of the film there is a long sequence containing the Gondola Song melody. Here, a
young timid bureaucrat called Kimura, who idolizes Watanabe, meditatively looks down over the
small park the protagonist had struggled desperately to have constructed. It should be noted that
thanks to the Gondola Song melody, his dark, rather bent figure with a hat seems to be that of
Watanabe in heaven, which suggests the possibility of his being a successor to the hero, though at the
same time the vagueness of the figure does not guarantee this entirely. And if he himself is doubtful
about the possibility, as some critics have pointed out, his self-doubt means the plot does not receive
closure. The film ceases to be the story of only special man, Watanabe, and becomes open and relevant
to anyone.

Finally, I introduce the 2007 TV dramatization of To Live, whose comparison with the film helps
us understand Kurosawa’s unique use of the Gondola Song in his masterpiece. I conclude that in the
film To Live the Gondola Song is used effectively in symbolizing the hero’s death and rebirth, and its
magical power is reinforced when it appears together with his hat and the swing.





