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Two “Resurrections”:

the original novel by L. N. Tolstoy and its script adapted by Hogetsu Shimamura

KIMURA Atsuo

Hogetsu Shimamura (1871-1918) is famous for introducing the contemporary European
drama to Japan by directing and presenting the contemporary European plays on the Japanese
stage. He made a great contribution to the Japanese theatrical world. In 1914 he and his
theatrical company Geijutsu-za (Art Theater) put on a stage Leo Tolstoy’s novel “Resurrec-
tion” adapted by Hogetsu himself. “Resurrection” directed by Hogetsu and performed by the
Geijutsu-za Theater had a record-breaking success in Japan. The success was, in a sense, SO
gigantic that Hogetsu was criticized for adopting a popular (or, to put it more clearly,
lowbrow) line by the drama critics advocating the principle of art for art’s sake, such as Kaoru
Osanai (1881-1928), who himself was the excellent stage director.

Hogetsu dared to choose going along with the people’s artistic taste by adopting a popular
line to make stable the finance situation of the theatrical company Geijutsu-za: it was so hard
(much harder than expected) to manage a theatrical company, not only for Hogetsu but also
for anybody else. Hogetsu’s way of adapting the script from Tolstoy’s original “Resurrection”
was focusing the script on the love story of a nobleman Nekhlyudov and his ex-maid (and
ex-prostitute) Maslova, whose love ended in tragedy: Nekhlyudov once had an affair with his
maid Maslova, which resulted in her being pregnant and fired. After losing love, happiness
and job, she entered prostitution in despair. 10 years later, framed for murder, the now
full-time prostitute Maslova was convicted by mistake and sent to Siberia. Nekhlyudov
visited her in prison and regretted how his sinful deed had brought her unhappiness. He made
up his mind to change his life at all and attempted to help her out of her current misery.

Hogetsu’s another principle of dramatization of “Resurrection” was bringing the script the
theme of a moral “rebirth” i.e. the theme of becoming a new man. Acquainted with many
prisoners, the political prisoners in particular, Maslova recovered her moral character. The
political prisoners, with whom Maslova made friends in the prison, were the Narodniks-
revolutionaries. They exerted a decisive influence upon her, and Maslova, the ex-prostitute
made up her mind to devote herself to the poor prisoners for the rest of her life. Nekhlyudov
also became such a moral man who had decided to work for the pitiful persons for the rest of

his life. The Narodniks - the political prisoners were, in general, depicted as “good-natured”
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people. Thus, the main characters of Hogetsu’s “Resurrection” are “good” people or have got
magically transformed into “good” people. Thus, in the last act after the moral “rebirth” of
Nekhlyudov and Maslova the stage is filled with the exemplary, virtuous characters. Such a
plain but superficial simplification does not reflect the original novel “Resurrection” and goes
a long way from what Tolstoy (1828-1910) really meant.

The principles of Hogetsu’s dramatization is focusing on the tragic love romance and
simplifying the complicated, many-facetted original novel down to the theme of a moral
“rebirth”, which attracted so huge an audience. The popular line (some critics called it
vulgar) of the Geijutsu-za Theater gained enormous support among young and old of both
sexes all over Japan. They enthusiastically welcomed its popular plays during its existence for

more than 5 years.
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