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Synopsis

The courtesan Ohatsu, summoned into town by a client, is making a pilgrimage of Osaka’s 33
Kannon temples. Her thoughts are with her true love, the shop apprentice Tokubei. Meanwhile,
Jiroemon, Tokubei’s uncle and employer, tells his nephew that he has arranged a marriage for him.
Tokubei, shocked, flatly refuses this offer, but his uncle tells him angrily that the dowry has already
been paid. Tokubei manages to get the dowry money from his greedy stepmother with the intention
of returning it. However, he unwisely lends it first to his friend Kuheiji, who promises to pay him
back in a few days.

The lovers run into other by chance at a shrine, where Ohatsu learns of Tokubei’s predicament.
Kuheiji appears as well, but when Tokubei asks him to repay the loan, he professes to know nothing
about it. Shown the loan agreement, Kuheiji loudly accuses Tokubei of forging his seal and thrashes
him in front of everyone.

Tokubei, injured and humiliated, comes that night to Ohatsu’s place of employment. She sneaks
him in under her kimono and hides him under the floor. Suddenly Kuheiji enters, spreading the
story that Tokubei tried to steal his money. Ohatsu, knowing that her lover is innocent, secretly
extends her foot to him. He passes her foot against his throat, signaling his intention to commit
suicide. Ohatsu resolves to follow him. The couple later quietly leave the shop and go into the
woods of Sonezaki. Finding a spot in which a pine and palm tree are growing from the same root,
they choose this as their final resting place and bring their lives to an end.

(Translated by Gary Perlman)
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Director’s Note / Taira Jo

Why do people fall in love?

Every era gives birth to its own romantic dramas, the best of which are passed from generation to genera-
tion and become part of our cultural heritage.

Sonezaki Shinju (The Love Suicide at Sonezaki), the 1703 puppet drama by the great Chikamatsu Monzae-
mon, stands out for the intensity of its passion and tragic trajectory. Depicting two lovers who prefer to
die in dignity than live in shame, the work is still widely known and performed more than 300 years since
its first staging in Osaka, a tribute to the captivating nature of the story and the universality of its human
drama. As a Japanese, it has been a tremendous pleasure for me to be able to work on a new version of
this beloved literary classic, one of the nation’s proudest contributions to world culture.

In crafting the script for this production, I sought to respect the world view of the original text to the
fullest while making creative adjustments to meet modern sensibilities. In addition, I stripped the staging
to a bare minimum so as to preserve the inherent beauty of traditional Japanese arts, while at the same
time incorporating the more forceful approach of modern works. My hope was to create a piece that
would resonate for all audiences.

I felt that a viola and accordion would be essential in underlining the pathos of the tale. It’s like a dance
of the characters’ mental landscape, offering means of expression beyond language. The music was
tailored to each scene, drawing on established classical pieces, to draw out fresh charms from the melodies
and story. The aim was to create an immersive production in an innovative collaborative space.

Beyond the sheer art of theater and puppetry, I considered ways to stimulate the audience’s imagination.
At the beginning of the show, countless letters of the alphabet emerge from three boxes placed in a
manner suggesting a rock garden. Through the unique theatrical magic of mitate, where a familiar scene
is recreated in an unfamiliar manner, those letters and boxes gradually come to represent the varied
scenery of 18th-century Osaka, the dynamic movement of the people, and even the emotional state of the
characters. The theater space becomes in a sense a huge time capsule. The artistic touches blend together
in harmony with the words, voices, movements, music, light, and hearts of the viewers, just as Ohatsu and
Tokubei’s feelings are silently communicated between them.

For this production, we are bringing back the rarely performed opening scene, depicting a pilgrimage to
33 temples in Osaka dedicated to the goddess of mercy, with a modern touch. Much of the dialogue that
is normally chanted by the gidayu narrator is spoken in this version by Ohatsu herself. We have also
incorporated a good deal of the author’s gorgeous Japanese prose into the drama, so that impressive
narrative sections may be assigned to a fortune teller in the city, say, or a heavenly voice as crows fly above.
The text is a virtual love letter sent to us by Chikamatsu, a notion reinforced by the author’s own appear-
ance at the start of the play.

The work is based on an actual lovers’ suicide that occurred in Chikamatsu’s day. I believe that the wishes
of Ohatsu and Tokubei can be fulfilled on stage and hope that this production can validate their choice
and ultimately save them. Chikamatsu writes in the very last words of the show, “They are the models of
true love.” I have taken a deep look at the history of the event and done everything in my power to share
this message with the audience in a meaningful way.

The classical Japanese arts are stripped to their essence. Noh, Kyogen, tea ceremony, flower arrangement,
calligraphy, ink painting, Japanese gardens: all have an austere beauty and purity that reflect straightfor-
wardly the feelings of those who come into contact with them. Their very simplicity stimulates the
participant’s imagination to the utmost. This unique Japanese element, which we call wa, is the vision
that I am aiming for in this production. It is my great hope that this show will introduce the splendors of
Japanese culture and serve as a bridge connecting Japan with cultures around the world.

(Translated by Gary Perlman)
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