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A large number of popular heroes are drifters, outsiders with no fixed abode, forever
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going on to the next place. Susanoo, the unruly Wind God, spent much of his life as a
lonely exile. Yoshitsune, who started life as a loner, ended it as a fugitive in the
unhospitable regions of northern Japan. The ronin, who make up the majority of
samurai heroes, were ‘wave men’, wandering around more or less at random. “The
Bored Bannerman of the Shogun’, following the direction of a casually tossed stone, is
of course the classic example of a drifting hero. Not to mention Takakura Ken roaming
around on his horse. Or Kobayashi Akira, hero of the ‘Bird of Pasage’ (Wataridori’)
series, travelling in Western gear with a guitar slung across his back, like an Oriental
cowboy.

Even the most popular foreign heroes in Japan are drifters. Charlie Chaplin’s tramp
is still an institution in Japan, more than any other comic character, native or foreign.
(His status was so high that assassinating him was seriously considered at one point
during the war; surely, it was thought, that would make the Americans give up the
fight.) The most often revived Western in Japan is ‘Shane’. Besides having all the
right ingredients for a grade A Japanese tear-jerker, including a cute little boy, it has
Alan Ladd as the lonely drifter forced to ride off into the sunset after a heart-rending
goodbye. (Takakura Ken himself played the Alan Ladd part in a Japanese copy of
‘Shane’ only a few years ago.)

Possibly this taste for travelling is rooted in the theatrical tradition. As was the case
in most countries, the earliest Japanese actors were drifters, despised for being
outsiders and idolized for acting out people’s fantasies. Travelling and acting take one
away, however temporarily or vicariously, form one’s cosy, but often restricted social
environment. Exotic locales are the stock in trade of the story-teller.

Many early story-tellers and dancers travelled around ostensibly to spread the
Buddhist faith. Even today entertainers move around the country to perform at
temples and shrines on festival days. Travelling and religion are of course intimately
connected (Buruma 208-209).
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