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While the missionary community in Japan last
December was busy with the celebration of
Jesus birth, Japanese were reflecting on the
300" anniversary of a story that Ruth
Benedict in ‘The Chrysanthemum and the
Sword’ describes as ‘the true national epic of
Japan’. ‘Chushingura’ is probably more
familiar to English readers by the name of
‘The 47 Ronin’. Lord Asano of the Akoo clan
is unable to bear repeated insult from Kira
Kozukenosuke, an important official in the
Tokugawa Shogunate, and strikes him on the
forehead with his sword. Although the wound
is slight, Asano is commanded to commit
seppuku, his fief is confiscated and his
retainers become masterless ronin. On
December 14"™ 1702, however, 21 months
after Asano’s death, 46 (one dropped out at
the last moment) of his ronin with Oishi
Kuranosuke at their head, avenge their
master by killing Kira and placing his head on
Asano’s grave at Sengakuji Temple.
Eventually the 46 are also required to commit
seppuku and are buried alongside their
master where people still visit their graves
today. More details of the story can be found
in Benedict along with her own interpretation
but | checked on the outline of the story under
Oishi in JTB’S English ‘Who’s who of Japan —

100 Historical personages’ (¥930), an
excellent little book.
On December 26" NHK televised a

documentary entitled L.\Eiﬁ 3004—H
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fascinating for the insights it gave into the way
present-day Japanese view this epic. It was
also clear that through Kabuki, movies and
TV dramas the interpretation has varied over
the centuries. Here are a just a few of the
comments from the studio audience, letters
written to the program and panel guests.

‘Chushingura’ appeals because it teaches
endurance to the last which then results in
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'Why seppuku? Because the ‘hara’ or

stomach is the centre of one’s being’.[ 72k
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37, 1 N.B. The ‘chushin’ could be the HE of
‘loyal retainer’.

‘| like ‘Chushingura because there is great
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H4F% T9.) Some who had lost jobs felt
the epic gave them strength to go on against
the odds and believe in themselves.

‘| think what is great is the ability of the 47
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‘One appeal of Chushingura lies in the fact
that the 47 ronin were just ordinary people.’
‘Chushingura’ is the spirit of Japan’ (HA<®

t%‘ﬁh\) and ‘the DNA of the Japanese’ (HA& A
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Oishi was the following. FEZBJJ X EAE E
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writer, himself a project leader, finds himself
referring to the example of Oishi in his daily
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Some parallels (and differences - U+t 4

[N Ho
AR LDOEE Y TiX22\) were drawn with
terrorism and September 11" and it was
pointed out that Chushingura has in the past
been interpreted wrongly by Japanese
governments. But said one, the 47 ronin had
freedom of choice to give their lives and this
is very different from a government
demanding people’s commitment to death.
One man spoke of berng encouraged by Oishi
who through HE %% (self-sacrifice)
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discovered EE EI (self-realization). A
panelist concluded that what is inherently
Japanese (H 4<HJ) about ‘Chushingura’ is
that its main theme is 1§ (U x 9 passion or
emotion), in contrast to the (Y reason) of
Europe.

All'in all, this was a fascinating documentary.
TV Tokyo’s latest 10 hour Iong version of
‘Chushingura’ on January 2" 2003 required
somewhat more stamina. | was glad to be
able to record it and watch it later in
instalments! Finally, | wondered why the 47
ronin is read LLw 5 LHL and not XA

Cw9 LHL and it seems it could simply be
that the former sounds better or %‘%E‘.z’ﬁb\b\.



