FATHER RETURNS

KIKUCHI KAN
TRANSLATED BY M. CODY POULTON

s a novelist, playwrighr, critic, and book and magazine ediror,

Kikuchi Kan (1888-1948) was one of the most powerful figures

in Japanese letters before the war. A student of Irish literature
at Kyoto University, his early work as a dramatist during the Taisho era was
strongly influenced by George Bernard Shaw and John Synge. His plays, as well
as his editorship of New Tides in Thought (Shinshicho) and New Tides in The-
ater (Engeki shincho), helped spark the thirst for theater and drama in the first
and second decades of the twentieth century. Kikuchi’s first hit as a playwright
was with a production in 1919 of The Loves of 1ojiro, about the seventeenth-
century kabuki acror Sakate Tojuro and starring Nakamura Ganjiro I, the
inheritor of the realistic acting style innovated by Tojuré. This success was fol-
lowed the next year by a production of Father Returns (Chichi kaeru), featuring
another popular kabuki actor, Ichikawa Ennosuke II (1888-1963), in the title
role. (Ennosuke II, fﬂrmf:rl}? called Danko, was the “Actor D” whom Osanai
addressed in his open letter, quoted in the introduction to part I.) Together
with Morimoto Kaoru’s A Womarn’s Life (Onna no issho) and Kinoshirta Junji’s
Twilight Crane (Yizurn), Father Returns has been one of the most popular
Japanese plays of the twentieth century.

Kikuchi preferred one-act plays that were critically incisive and realistic
and that presented a powerful social message. “The spirit of modern theater,
regardless of where it is from,” he wrote, “is a reaction against and attack on
existing customs and morals. Here in a country like Japan, customs and morals

have latched like a scab onto our social lives. The work of a modern dramarist
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48 THE AGE OF "TAISHO DRAMA”

must be to peel off this scab.™ Adapted from The Return of the Prodigal by the minor play-
wright St. John Hankin, the work has been called a rextbook for one-acrt plays because
of its strong dramatic structure, economic dialogue, and psychological realism. On stage,
Father Returns lasts no longer than abour thirty minures, bur its impact was pr-:::fnund,
moving to tears even the confirmed cynic and novelist Akutagawa Ryanosuke. With
great economy, it shows what happens to a family when their father, who had abandoned
them some twenty years earlier, comes home. As can be seen in such fictional works as
Natsume Soseki’s And Then (Sorekara) and Shiga Naoya’s Reconciliation (Wakai), inter-
generational conflicr and the decline of the Meiji patriarchy was a theme of many writers
works in this period.

A six-mat tatami room in a modest middle-class house. Upstage center is a chest on which sits
an alarm clock, and downstage is a long wooden charcoal brazier where a kettle is steaming
A low dining table has been set out. KEN'ICHIRO bas just returned from his work at City
Hall; be has changed into a kimorno and is relaxing, reading the newspaper. His motber,
OTAKA, is sewing It is early October, around seven in the evening, and already dark outside.

Time: Around 1907.

Place: A town on the coast of Shikoku.?

Characrers

KURODA KENICHIRO, age twenty-eight
SHINJIRO, his brother, age twenty-three
OTANE, their sister, age twenty

OTAKA, their mother, age fifty-one

SOTARO, their father, age fifty-cight

KEN'TCHIRO: Where's Otane gone, Mum?

oTAKA: Off to deliver some sewing.

1. Kikuchi Kan, *Engeki zuihitsu,” quoted in Ovama Isao, Kindai Nison gikyokushi (Yamagara: Kindai Nihon
gikvokushi kankdkai, 1968), 2:514.

2. Nawkaids no kaigan ni arn sog tokai: licerally, "a small citv on the Nankaidd coast.” Mankaida refers to the
old provinces adjoining the castern region of the Inland Sea, from modern Wakayvama Prefecture to Hyvogd
Pretecture along the Honshii coast and including the islands of Awaji and Shikoku. Kikuchi no doubt is al-

luding to his birthplace, Takamarsu, in Kagawa Prefecrure.
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KEN'ICHIRO: Don’t tell me she’s still doing that. Surely she doesn’t have to anymore.

OTAKA: Yes, but she’ll need a decent kimono when she gets married.

KEN'ICHIRO (Turning over a page of the paper): What became of that offer you told me
about?

OTAKA: They kept begging me to give her away, but it seems she didn’t fancy the man
at all.

KEN'ICHIRO: He had money. Would have made a fine match.

OTAKA: Maybe so, but one can have a small tortune and spend it all and, when all’s said
and done, still have nothing to show for it. Why, our house had some twenty, thirty
thousand yen in bonds and real estate when I first came, but your dad blew it all away
living high off the hog. He might just as well have fed it to the wind. (KEN'ICHIRO
says nothing, as if recalling unpleasant memories.) | learned the hard way, so I'd rather
Otane married for love than money. Even it her husband’s poor, so long as he’s gota
good hearr, lite shouldn’t be too hard on her.

KEN'TCHIRO: Ah, but how much better itd be if he had both.

oTAKA: And if wishes were horses . . . Otane may be pretty, but we’re hardly well to
do.... Besides, the smallest wedding outht these days will easily cost you a couple of
hundred yen.

KEN'TCHIRO: Otane’s had a hard time of it ever since she was a kid, and all because of
dad. We oughrt to make sure at least she’s married off properly. Once we've got a thou-
sand saved up, [ suggest we give her half of it.

OTAKA: That’s hardly necessary—even three hundred would do. I'll feel even more
relieved when you get yourselt a wite. Everyone says [ had bad luck with a husband,
but good luck with kids. I didn’t know whart I was going to do when vour dad lefr
Uiiaan

KEN'ICHIRO (Changingthe subject): Shin’s late.

0TAKA: That’s because he’s on duty tonight. Shin said he’s getting a raise this month.

KEN'ICHIRO: s thatso? He did so well in high school I'd imagine he’s not happy staying
a primary school teacher. There’s no telling how tar he’ll go if he sets his mind o it
and studies some more.

OTAKA: ['ve had someone on the lookour for a wite for you too, but so far no luck. The
Sonoda girl would be a good match but her family’s more respectable than ours, so
they may not want us to have her.

KEN'ICHIRO: Surely we can wait a couple more years at least.

OTAKA: In any case, once Otane’s married off we really do have to get you a wife. Thac'd
fix everything. When your dad ran off, I was lett with three babes in arms, wondering
what on earth | was going to do.

KEN'ICHIRO: There’s no sense dwelling on the past. Whats done is done.

(The front door rattles open and SHINJIRO returns. For a mere primary school teacher,
be is an impressive-looking young man.)

sHINJIRO: I'm back.
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O0TAKA: Welcome home.

KEN'ICHIRO: You're dreadfully late tonight.

SHINJIRO: | had so much to do I was at my wit’s end. My shoulders ache something
awful.

oTAKA: We've been holding supper for you.

KEN'ICHIRO: You can have a bath after you've eaten.

SHINJIRO (Changinginto a kimono): Where’s Otane, Mum?

oTAaKA: Went to deliver some sewing.

SHINJIRO: Hey, Ken'ichi, [ heard something interesting today. Principal Sugita told me
that he'd seen somebody who looked like Dad in Furushinmachi.

KEN'ICHIRO and oTAKA: Eh!?

SHINJIRO: Mr. Sugita was walking down the streer in Furushinmachi—you know,
where all the inns are—when he saw someone ahead, about sixty years old. The
man looked vaguely tamiliar, so he caught up to him and had a good look at him
from the side. He could almost swear it was Dad, Mr. Sugita said. If it’s Sotaro,
then sure as you're born, he’ll have a mole on his right cheek. It so, T’ll hail him,
he thought, but when he got closer, the man slunk off down that side street by the
Water God’s shrine.

OTAKA: Mr. Sugita was an old triend of your dad’s—the two took lance lessons together
in the old days—so, if anybody ought to know him, it’d be him. Even so, it’s been
some CWENty years now.

SHINJIRO: That’s what Mr. Sugita said. It’s been twenty-odd years since he’d seen him,
so he couldn’tbe sure, but then again, this was somebody he'd chummed around with
since when they were kids, so he couldn’t swear he was completely mistaken.

KEN'ICHIRO (A uneasy light in bis eyes): So Mr. Sugita didn’t call out to him then.

SHINJIRO: He said he was ready to say something if the man had a mole.

oTaka: Well, I suppose Mr. Sugita was wrongafter all. If your dad had come back to this
town, then there’s no way he wouldn’t stop at the old homestead.

KEN'ICHIRO: He'd never dare set toot in this door again, let me tell you.

OTAKA: Anyway, as far as I’'m concerned, he’s dead. It's been twenty years.

SHINJIRO: Didn’t you say somebody ran into him in Okayama? When was thar?

OTAKA: Why, that was ten years ago already. That was when the Kubo boy, Chara, made
a trip to Okayama. Your dad had brought some lions and tigers to town for a show,
he said. He treated Churta to dinner and asked about us. Chata said he wore a gold
watch on his #bi and was all decked out in silk—cura real igure, he did. But that’s the
last we've heard of him. That was the year after the war, so [ guess it must be twelve,
thirteen years ago already.”

SHINJIRO: Dad was quite the eccentric, wasn't he.

3. Ortaka is referring here to the Sino-Japancse War of 1895/1896.
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OTAKA: Ever since he was young, he had no taste tor the family studies* but preterred to
spend his time prospecting for gold and whatnot. So it wasn’t just the high life that
got him in debt. He lost a small fortune exporting patent medicines to China.

KEN'ICHIRO (Looking evenr more perturbed): Let’s eat, Mum.

OTAKA: Yes, yes, let’s cat. [ clean forgor. (Lfdﬂﬂﬁ?' the kitchen. From :gﬁ'ﬁfigr.:} Mr. Sugita
must’ve been mistaken. If he was still alive he'd be getting on. Surely, he would've sent
us a postcard ar least.

KEN'ICHIRO (More seriously): When was it Mr. Sugita ran into that fellow?

SHINJIRO: Last night about nine, he said.

KEN'ICHIRG: How was he dressed?

sHINJIRO: Not very well, apparently. Didn’t have a coat on.

KEN'ICHIRO: Thatso?

SHINJIRO: How do you remember him?

KEN'ICHIRO: [ don'.

SHINJIRO: Surely you do. You were eight then. Even I have a foggy memory of him.

KEN'ICHIRO: [ don’t. [ used to, but I made a point of forgetting.

SHINJIRO: Mr. Sugita talks about Dad a lot. Says he was quite good looking when he
was young.

OTAKA (Bringing supper out of the kitchen): That’s right. Your dad was very popular.
When he was a page for his lordship, one of the ladies-in-waiting gave him a chop-
stick box with a love poem inside.

SHINJIRO (Langhing): Why the hell would she do that? Hah hah hah hah.

O0TAKA: He was born in the Year of the Ox, so that'd make him ftry-eight now. It he'd
stayed put here he'd be enjoying his retirement now. (Pause. The three begin to eat.)
Otane should be home soon. It’s getting quite cold ou, isn’t ic?

SHINJIRO: | heard a shrike today, mum, in thatbig elm at Joganji. It’s autumn already. ...
Oh, I’ve got some news for you, Ken. I've decided to get my English certificate. There
aren’t any good math teachers, you know.

KEN'ICHIRO: Good idea. So you'll be going to the Ericsons’?

SHINJIRO: That’s what I thought. They're missionaries, so I don’t have to pay them
anything.

KEN'ICHIRO: In any case, if you want to show the world you can stand on your own two
feet, you know you can’t rely on your dad’s reputation. So hit the books. I was think-
ing of taking the senior civil service exam myself, but they've changed the rules, and
now you have to be a high school graduate, so I've given up the idea. You graduated
from high school, so you've got to give it your best shot.

(Zhe front door opens and O TANE returns. She is a pale-complexioned young woman of
above-average good looks.)

4. e wo gakumon s the Contucian learning thar would have been a tradition in a samurai family like cheirs.
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OTANE: I'm home.

OTAKA: You're late.

OTANE: They had more work for me. That’s what held me up.

OTAKA: Have some supper.

OTANE (Sits. Looking rather worried): When ] got back to the house just now, Ken'ichi,
there was this strange old man loitering across the road, just staring at our doorway.
(The other three start.)

KEN'ICHIRO: Hm.

SHINJIRO: Whart did he look like?

OTANE: It was so dark I couldn’t tell for sure, but he was tall.

(SHINJIRO gues over to the window and looks outside.)

KEN'ICHIRO: Anybody there?

sHINJIRO: Uh uh. Nobody. ( 7he three children are silent.)

OTAKA: [t was the third day atter Obon when he left home.

KEN'ICHIRO: I'd rather you didn’t bring up the past anymore, Mum.

OTAKA: | used to feel as bitter as you do, bur as [ get older, my heart’s nor as hard as it
used to be.

(Al four eat their supper in silence. Suddenly, there is a rattling at the front door.
KEN'ICHIRO § and OTAKA S faces register the greatest emotion, but the nature of that
emotion differs radically.)

MAN’s voI1CE: Hello?

OTANE: Yes? (She makes no move to rise, however.)

MAN’s vOI1CE: [ wonder—is Otaka there?

OTAKA: Yes! (Goes toward the front door as if sicked toward it. Henceforth, we can bear
only their voices.)

MAN (Offstage): Otaka, is it you?

OTAKA (Offstage): It's you! My God ... how you've changed.

( Their voices are filled with tears.)

MAN (Offstage): Well .. . you look ... well. The children must be all grown up by now.

OTAKA (Offstage): Indeed. They've turned into fine young grownups. Come see for
yourself.

MAN (Offstage): Is it all right?

OTAKA (Offstage): Of course it is.

{Eﬂmﬁiﬂg home for the first time in twenty years, the baggard father, SOTARO, is led
intto the living room by bis old wife. SHINJIRO aned O TANE stare at their father, blink-
ingin disbelief.)

SHINJIRO: Is this Father? I'm Shinjira.

sOTARO: Why, what a fine young man you've become! When [ left, you were hardly a
toddler.

OTANE: Father, 'm Otane.

sOTARO: I'd heard there was a girl, but, my, you're a pretty one.
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oTAKA: Well, my dear . .. where to begin? It’s a fine thing the children have turned our
so well, don’t you think?

SOTARO: They say kids'll grow up even withourt their parents’ help, and I guess they're
right, aren’t they? Hah hah hah. (Laughs.)

(But o one joins bim in his langhter. KEN'ICHIRO rernains silent, leaning on the
table.)

oTAKA: Dear. Ken and Shin have both turned into fine young men. Ken passed the
regular civil service exam when he was only twenty, and Shin here never fell lower
than third place in middle school. The two of them now pull in abour sixty yen a
month. And Ortane, well, as you can see, she’s a fine-looking girl. We've had proposals
from some fine places, let me tell you.

SOTARO: Why, that’s a fine thing indeed. I myselt was doing quite well till abourt four,
five years back. Had myself a troupe of some two dozen, touring the country. Then,
when we were in Kure, our show tent burned down and we lost everything. After
that nothing went right and before I knew it, [ was an old man. I started to miss my
old wite and kids, so that’s why I crept back here. Be good to me, ‘cause [ don’t expect
I'll have much longer to live. (Looks at KEN'1CHIRG.) What d'ye say, Ken’ichirs?
Won't you pass the cup to me? Your dad’s not much used to drinking the good
stuff these days. Ah, but you'd be the only one to remember my face, wouldn’t you?
(KEN'TCHIRO does not respond.)

oTaKA: Come, Ken. Listen to your dad. It’s been years since the two of you met, so you
oughrt to celebrare.

SHINJIRO (T akes the saké cup and offers it to SOTARO ): There you go.

KEN'ICHIRO (Abruptly): Stoppit. You've no right to give it to him.

OTAKA: Whart are you saying? Ken!

(sOTARD gives him a sharp look. SHINJIRO and O TANE bold down their heads and
say nothing.)

KEN'ICHIRO (Goading him): We have no father. How could #hat be our father?

SOTARO (Barely restraining bis rage): Whart did you say!?

KEN'ICHIRO (Coaldly): If we had a father, then Mum wouldn’t have led us all by the
hand to the breakwarter and made us jump in with her. [ was eight then. Luckily, Mum
picked a spot that was too shallow, otherwise we'd have all drowned. Had [ a tather, [
wouldn’t have had to go work as an errand boy when [ was ten years old. It’s because
we had no father our childhood was so miserable. Shinjird, have you forgotten how,
when you were in primary school, you cried because we couldn’t atford to buy any
ink and paper? Or how you cried when we couldn’t buy the textbooks you needed
and your classmates made tun of you because youd brought handwritten copies to
school? How could we have a father? A real father wouldn’t have let us suffer like
that!

(OTAKA and O TANE weep; SHINJIRO fights back the tears. Even the old man beginsto
lose bis rage and succumb to grief.)

Rimer, J. Thomas, Mori, Mitsuya, and Poulton, M. Cody, eds. The Columbia Anthology of Modern Japanese Drama. New York, US: Columbia University Press, 2014. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 12 September 2016.
Copyright © 2014. Columbia University Press. All rights reserved.



54 THE AGE OF "TAISHO DRAMA”

SHINJIRO: But, Ken, see how much our mum’s willing to forgive. Surely you can find it
in you to let bygones be bygones.

KEN'ICHIRD (Even murfmfgf{'y}: Mum’s a woman, so I don’t know what she thinks, but
it her husband’s my father, then he’s my enemy. When we were kids and times were
bad or we were hungry and complained to Mum, she'd say, “It’s all your dad’s fault. It
you're looking for somebody to blame, then blame your dad.” If that man’s our father,
he’s the one who'’s given us nothing burt griet since when we were just kids. When 1
was ten and running errands tor the prefectural ofhce, our mum was at home making
matchboxes to make ends meet. One month she didn’t have any work and the three
of us had to go without lunches. Have you forgotten? The reason I studied so hard
was so | could show that bastard. | wanted to get back at the man who abandoned
us. I wanted to prove to him that [ could lose a father and still grow up to be a man.
Do I remember him ever loving me? [ don’t think so! Till [ was eight, he spentall his
time out drinking, thanks to which he got up to his head in debts, then ran oft with
another woman. The love of a wife and three children still didn’t amount to any more
than that one woman. And when he disappeared, so did the passbook with sixteen
yen in it that Mum had put away for me.

SHINJIRO (Holding back his tears): But brother! See how old Dad’s become.

KEN'ICHIRO: It’s casy enough tor you, Shin, to glibly call him “Dad”! Just because some
stranger you've never seen before comes crawling into our house and says he’s our
tather, you suddenly teel sorry for him?

SHINJIRO: But Ken, we're his own flesh and blood. No matter what happens, our dury’s—

KEN'ICHIRO: To look after him, you say? Off he went and had the time ot his life. Now
he’s old and can’t get by any longer, he says, so he comes home. I don’t care what you
say. | haven’tgot a dad.

SOTARO (Indignantly, but bis anger is entirely féigned and carries no power or conviction):
Ken'ichird! How dare you speak like that to your own father!

KEN'ICHIRO: You may be my father, but you sure didn’t raise me! You threw away the
right to be my tather when your children died, there on the breakwater, twenty years
ago. Whatever I am today [ made myseltf. I don’t owe anybody anything.
(Everyone falls silent. Only O TAKAS and O TANES quiet sobbing can be heard.)

sOTARO: Right then, I'll leave. I've been a man of some means, I'll have you know.
I made a small fortune in the past, and no matter how far I’ve fallen 'm still able
to feed myself. Well, sorry for the trouble I've caused you all. I:Im:ﬁgndm‘{}' rakes to
leave.)

SHINJIRO: Wait, please. I'll look after you, even it my brother won’t. Ken'ichi’s your
own fesh and blood, so even he’ll come round soon enough, I'm sure. Wait! I'll do
whatever [ can to look atter you.

KEN'ICHIRO: Shinjird! Whar has this man ever done for you? I still bear the scars of his
beatings, but what have you got to show tor him? Nothing. Who paid for your pri-

mary school? Have you forgotten it was your big brother who paid for your tuition
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out of the wretched salary [ made as an errand boy? The only real father you ever had
was me. All right, go ahead and help that man out it that’s what you want. But if you
do, I’ll never ralk to you again.

SHINJIRO: But—

KEN'ICHIRO: If you don't like it, you can leave. And take that man with you.

( Zhe women continue to cry. SHINJIRO says nothing.)

KEN'ICHIRO: Thanks to the fact we had no tather, [ scrimped and saved, working late
into the nighrt, just so my little brother and sister didn’t have to suffer like I did. I put
you both through middle school.

SOTARO (M’eakly): Say no more. I must’ve put you all out by coming back. I won’t trou-
ble you again. I've got enough wits abour me to figure out how to fend for myselt. I’ll
be off, then. Otaka! Look after yourself. [ guess it’s agood thing [ left you, atrer all.

SHINJIRO (Following bis father as be attempts to leave): Have you got enough cash on
you, sir? Surely you haven’t had supper yer.

SOTARO (His eyes shining as if appealing to him): No, no. Thanks anyway. (He stumbles
at the entranceway and collapses on the lower step.)

OTAKA: Be careful!

SHINJIRO (Helping bhim up): Do you have some place to go?

SOTARO (Remains seated, dejectedly): Who needs a home? I'll die on the road. ... (Asif
to himself) I'd no right to come beating on your door, but still, I got older and weaker
and found my teet naturally wending their way back to where I was born. It’s been
three days since [ came back to town, and every night I'd stand outside the door here,
but I couldn’t bring myself to cross this threshold. ... All said and done, I'd have been
better oft if [ hadn’t come. Anybody would make a fool of a man who came home
penniless. . . . When [ turned fifty, [ started to long for my old home again, and [
figured I'd bring back a thousand or two at least and beg your forgiveness, but when
you're older it’s that much harder to make a living. . . . (Stands up.) No matter, I’ll
make do somehow. (He weakly gets to bis feet and, turning back, gazes at bis old wife
before opening the door and leaving The other four family members remain silent for
some time.)

OTAKA (Appealingly): Ken'ichiro!

OTANE: Brother!

( There is a tense pause that lasts some time.)

KEN'ICHIRO: Shin! Go, find Dad and bring him back.

(SHINJIRO flies out the door. The other three wait anxiously. SHINJIRO presently
returns, his face pdff.)

SHINJIRO: | took the street south and looked for him, but there was no sign of him. I’ll
go north this time. Come with me, brother.

KEN'ICHIRO (Anxiously): How could you have lost him! He can’t be lost!

( Zhe two brothers madly rush out the door:)
CURTAIN

Rimer, J. Thomas, Mori, Mitsuya, and Poulton, M. Cody, eds. The Columbia Anthology of Modern Japanese Drama. New York, US: Columbia University Press, 2014. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 12 September 2016.
Copyright © 2014. Columbia University Press. All rights reserved.



