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“Robensugi no Yurai (The Story of Priest Roben)”
and modern Japan: a new bunraku play and

modern Western literary criticism

Harumi HIGASHI

In 2018, to commemorate the 150th anniversary of the Meiji Restoration, the National Theatre
produced “Robensugi no Yurai (The Story of Priest Roben)” which was created in the Meiji
period. The play is so popular that it has been staged with relative frequency. It tells a story
that a priest of the highest rank called Roben, who was taken away by an eagle when he was
two years old, has a reunion with his ruined mother thirty years later. Theatre critics and
academics of the post-war era has criticized the play as not worthy of notice except for a
climax scene featuring the mother searching for her child desperately called “Sakuranomiya-
monogurui”’, composed by Toyozawa Danpei, a shamisen master of the Meiji period.

The play has attracted audiences for more than a century although it is a “new” work created
in the Meiji period and relatively younger than masterpieces such as Chushingura. Using
recently discovered materials and latest research outcomes, this essay explores the reason
why the play has long remained one of popular repertoires through an investigation on the
social backgrounds both in the 1890s, when it was premiered, and in the Taisho and the early
Showa periods, when it became a repertoire of bunraku, Moreover, it examines the play’s
critical evaluation from the viewpoint of the modern Western literary criticism, and discusses
how traditional arts are surviving in the present day.

bunraku

traditional arts

modern Western literary criticism
modern Buddhism

Robensugi no Yurai



