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DEAD HEROES

Japan’s most famous epic, Kanadehon Chushingura,
honors the 47 faithful retainers who sacrificed their
lives to avenge the mistreatment of their lord. It is
said to take feudal loyalty as its theme, but primarily
it focuses on the beauty of death, and the unwavering
drive towards death by all heroes.

The heroes in this play all hanker after death,
preferably by seppuku ritual suicide. The 47 know
they will be required to die by seppuku if they fulfill
their vendetta. Heiemon and Gihei long to join them.
Honzd chooses to die for the cause although he serves
a different master. The lord of the 47, Enya, himself
commits seppuku; and when this scene is played in
bunraku, no one is allowed to enter or leave the hall
during its 54 minutes, so sacred is it considered. Yet
Enya has shown contempt for the shogun by offering
violence in his palace; and the 47 show contempt for
the shogun’s judgment against Enya by their very
pursuit of the vendetta. Their unlawful secrecy
compounds their offense, since it does not give

their enemy a chance to defend himself. Yet they are

heroes. Heroes are defined by death. Death is the
ultimate privilege.

This worship of death lasted into the modern period.
Censorship laws during World War II forbade combat
films to depict realistic death. Usually the hero’s
demise is not pictured, but announced by others. In
“Tank Commander Nishizumi” P (1940), death is just
a graceful hand sliding down the side of a tank. The
beauty of death is reflected in its well-worn traditional
symbol, the cherry blossom. Indeed, during the war
the euphemism for the dead was “fallen blossom.”
The death of a doll is neat and pretty, to be sure, but it
is a real death. The puppeteers arrange Enya
carefully, then abandon him and leave the stage. They
take away his life. They leave him just a heap of
wood and rag. They well and truly kill him.

Faith Bach
Earphone Guide

1) “Tank Commander Nishizumi” [PH{HH{EHE{d)
2) “fallen blossom.” H¥#E
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