Intro to The Last Samurai Film Review
Tom Cruise’s latest film, The Last Samurai, hits Twin Cities theaters this weekend. KFAI’s Paul Bachleitner has this review.
Review of The Last Samurai ((½
Tom Cruise films are a genre in and of themselves. A talented and arrogant maverick suffers a devastating setback, but finds an unlikely mentor who helps him return to glory by overcoming the errors of his ways. 

The Last Samurai begins sometime after the devastating setback and introduces an unlikely mentor, the last leader of the Japanese Samurai, Katsumoto. But this mentor commands some of history’s most honorable swordsmen and lived a century earlier than Kelly McGillis’ Top Gun Air Force instructor or Paul Newman’s pool hall hustler in The Color of Money. 

Cruise is Captain Nathan Algren who swigs whiskey and sake to fend off memories of butchering American Indians during the years since being decorated for his Civil War duty. Big money draws him away from drunken slumber in San Francisco to a job in Tokyo training the Emperor’s troops how to use US-made firearms to slaughter the country’s last Samurai. But after the film’s first battle Katsumoto takes Cruise hostage to a small village with a two-tiered 1,000-year-old Buddhist Temple in the Japanese hinterlands, where the bulk of the film focuses on the budding mentor relationship.

The strength of Cruise-film plots is that we can’t help but fall in love with Cruise or his mentor. Ken Watanabe’s deep voice and broad-shouldered charisma as Katsumoto seduce us into lamenting the lost art of Bushido, The Way of the Warrior, although few of us might’ve heard of it before. Our artificial nostalgia gains an easy outlet through Cruise, who dons a white robe and slinks along resplendent hardwood floors mastering jousting sticks and Japanese accents with an aplomb any of us might envy.

Aside from the setting, the difference between other Cruise films and this one is its strong social themes. An image of a US soldier in a blue coat and yellow scarf against the green of Japanese bamboo references the sense of clashing ideologies between west and east, modernity and tradition, gunnery and swordsmanship. Cruise’s ghosts of killed and raped American Indians at once parallel the Japanese eradication of its Samurai and also summon the country’s further cultural purging after World War II.

However, the social commentary and lovable characters aren’t enough to pierce the gleam of Cruise’s charming smile. Most of the insight succumbs in the final 15 minutes to a particularly cloying ending included only to satisfy the Cruise film formula. 

It’s an ending that prevents The Last Samurai from earning more than two-and-a-half out of four stars. For KFAI, I’m Paul Bachleitner.

