Ryunoshuke Akutagawa’s Kirishitan Series Novels

The period of Taisho through early Showa (1910s - 1940s) was a golden age of Japanese literature
when a number of prominent writers, Takeo Arishima, Jun-ichiro Tanizaki, Ryunoshuke
Akutagawa, Atsushi Nakajima, Osamu Dazai, et al., made efforts to enhance the notion of novel
from mere reading matter to the level of art. They were the élite who read literature at highest
educational institutions, well versed in European, Asian and Japanese literature. They struggled to
establish their own style and many of them died young in their thirties or forties killed by
intemperance or suicide, unlike today when the so-called pop writers produce million sellers,
whatever their literary value. In my personal view, the last writer who followed that tradition was
Yukio Mishima who dramatically terminated his life by hara-kiri in 1970. Sir Kazuo Ishiguro, the
2017 Nobel Prize Awardee, who was brought up and educated in UK, cannot be counted among
Japanese writers, although he was born in Japan from Japanese parents.

Ryunoshuke Akutagawa (77/11%€:2 71, 1892-1927) is one of my favourite writers who authored
about 400 fine works, which included about one dozen long and short stories categorised into the
Kirishitan Series (Kirishitan meant Christianity which was introduced into Japan in the mid-16th
century and prospered until prohibited in 1620s or the cotemporary Christians. Cf. my Xmas card
2004, 2005, 2008, 2009, 2010). One of them was the Death of a disciple (ZEZAD3E, 1918), the
abstract of which is as follows.

“A long time ago, in an ecclesia (church) named Santa Lucia in Nagasaki, lived a boy called
Lorenzo (A1 A %) who was accommodated when he lay prostrate at the entrance on one
Christmas evening. He said his home was Paraiso and his father was Deus. He was so faithful that
everybody marvelled. In particular Irmé&o (Brother) Simeon loved him like his little brother. One
day a rumour that Lorenzo had a relation with a daughter of an umbrella-maker reached the
church but he heartily denied. When the daughter became pregnant and said it was by the seed of
Lorenzo, Lorenzo was expelled from the church by the Padre (Father) without sufficient
investigation. He lived a hard life in a remote beggars’ house but prayed day and night towards
the church. About one year later when people had almost forgotten him, a conflagration that
destroyed the half of the city occurred and the umbrella-maker’s house was enveloped by flames.
The father and daughter had a narrow escape but left the baby inside. At that moment when
Simeon and everybody were desperate, Lorenzo appeared and jumped into the blazing house.
After a while he emerged, his hair and skin burnt, threw the baby safe to the arms of the umbrella-
maker’s daughter and fell. She confessed to the Padre that she had conceived, and given birth to
the baby, with a next-door’s son, in order to revenge on Lorenzo who did not respond to her
affection. ‘This is a Martyr!” cried people. Lorenzo’s reddish burnt body was laid at the gate of
the church. From his broken upper garment, a pair of round breasts popped out. ‘Ah! Lorenzo was
a female!” After the funeral held by the Padre, Lorenzo died dreaming of the glorious paradise.”

In the epilogue, the author said that the tale was found in an old copy of Legenda Aurea,
published by Nagasaki Jesuit Society in 1596, which he owned, and narrated the story in old
Nagasaki dialect, but it was not true. The source book as well as the story was fictitious,
fabricated by him'. Apparently he was inspired by the legend of Santa Marina® to create the story.

Another Akutagawa’s novel from Legenda Aurea was the Legend of St. Christophorus (YL &
135 1 ALZ, 1919). In this case the plot followed the original legend, such as told by De Voragine?,
albeit modified to end in such a way that Christophorus disappeared from the scene after crossing
the river with Jesus on his shoulder. The story was embellished to and fro with the writer’s fertile
imagination and immense knowledge of Christianity, viz. different versions of St. Christophorus
legend. Although he was not christened, at the side of his deathbed was a Bible.

Amen!

1E.g., Charles De Wolf (transl.), Mandarins: Stories by Ryunosuke Akutagawa, Archipelago 2011;

2sancta Marina Virgo (Santa Marina Virgin), http:/antiquesanastasia.com/religion/references/other_saints/
marina/general_info. html; 3 Jacobus de Voragine, George V. O'Neill (edit), The Golden Legend; Lives of the Saints,
CUP, London 1914
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