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LOST CHARACTERS

Sometimes in bunraku plays a brand-new character
abruptly drops onto the scene, virtually out of the
blue, to do things having no real connection to the rest
of the story then depart as suddenly as he came. The
havoc he has wrought remains to be sorted out by the
heroes; but who he was, where he came from and
what motivated the havoc remain mysterious. Such
odd interludes frustrate an audience already grappling
with a complex plot.

These “lost characters” are remnants of the days when
shows were dawn-to-dusk affairs which filled the time
with subplots, background plots, branch plots and a
host of minor characters to populate them. A few
such tangents proved popular enough to develop into
spin-off plays. The majority disappeared when show
times got shorter to suit modern schedules. But every
so often an obscure minor character will still appear, a
remnant of past centuries when he had a whole
subplot of his own.

The ruffian who tortures the granny in Sanjusan
Gendo [Osaka 1/12] may be one such character. His
scenes are only rarely performed in bunraku, and
never in kabuki. He does not make much sense. He
is ridiculous and vicious by turns and in either guise a

puzzle. But in his last moments he declares himself to
be a rebel general set on toppling the throne! This is
serious business.

Rebel generals have complicated back-stories, with at
least a full act to contain them.

Perhaps he had this once, but it has vanished in the
mists of time. Bunraku began as vocal literature and
has such respect for its texts that it hesitates to cut
them, even when other explanatory acts are missing.
This occasionally preserves fleeting shadows of a larger
tale: a cryptic speech, an unfathomable action, or
someone strange who seems to be lost, as if wandering in
from another play, a character in search of his story.

Faith Bach
Earphone Guide

Next bunraku productions:
February 4-20(Tokyo)and
April  7-30 (Osaka)
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