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Lesson Title:  “Act of Worship” by Yukio Mishima, Parts 1 and 2

Grade Level/Content Focus:  Grade 11, World Literature

Time Period:  1 class period.

Objectives:

Students will read 19 pages of text of this story.


Students will remember details and recall them in a quiz at the beginning of class.


Students will take notes on the Shinto religion.

Students will be able to list the questions raised by the mysterious and unusual behavior of the professor.

Students will add definitions of vocabulary words to his unit vocabulary list.

Vocabulary/Concepts:  


Kami


Adulation


Shinto


Macerated


Amaterasu

Coniferous





Sake





Anachronistic

Materials/Resources:
Mishima, Yukio.  “Act of Worship” Other Voices, Other Vistas:  Short Stories        from Africa, China, India, Japan, and Latin America.  Ed. Barbara Solomon.  New York:  Mentor, 1992.

Teacher Background:  

I chose this short story to use with my all-boys eleventh grade World Literature class as part of a month-long unit on Japanese literature for several reasons.  It is one of the few completely non-violent stories my students will read this year with no wars, battles, murders, treason, betrayal, revenge, or ritual seppuku.  All the action is 

psychological.  The author is one of the most prominent twentieth century Japanese writers.


In this story a middle aged widow is employed as a housekeeper to an older professor of Japanese literature.  This arrangement has been satisfactory for many years.  The professor, whose nickname, given to him by his students, is Dr. Weirdo,  has a 

walleye, wears mauve glasses and ill-fitting clothes,  has flares of temper in class, cleans everything with alcohol wipes, and dyes his hair with shoepolish.   Most unusually one day the professor asks Tsuneko the housekeeper to accompany him on a religious pilgrimage to the three shrines of Kumano, three waterfalls inhabited by kami, ancestral Japanese Shinto spirits.  It is a mystery to Tsuneko why she has been invited on this particular trip and why the professor insists on mysteriously burying a lady’s hair comb at each waterfall.


Finally he explains to her a sad love affair in his distant past involving the untimely death of his beautiful girlfriend and an old promise to her to bring her to these shrines.  His burial of these combs is his way of keeping his promise.  But Tsuneko intuits something else—a desperate desire on the professor’s part to be remembered not as “Dr. Weirdo” but as a tragic figure, stoic, heartbroken, lonely, misunderstood.  Her purpose, she believes, on this pilgrimage is to be a witness to the truth of this; but she feels his whole story is a big lie.  Ultimately, she decides not to betray her employer but to continue to support him as she had always done.


This long short story takes the class three days to read.  There are many things that need to be attended to in class as we go through the story:  vocabulary words added to the vocabulary list, daily reading quizzes, discussions of clues to this mystery of her presence on this trip and the mystery of the combs.  On the first day the class must take notes on the Shinto religion.  (overhead transparency material attached).  

Lesson Development:

Motivation/Warm Up:  Short 5-question reading quiz at the beginning of class.


Assessment:  

I include a question on the Japanese unit test which asks students to identify whether “Act of Worship” is a story which requires Japan as a setting or is the type of generic story that can be set anywhere.  Another story we read by a Japanese writer, “Han’s Crime,” takes place in no identifiable country and requires only circus performers of the type that could be found anywhere.

  Could the setting of  “Act of Worship” be changed to Mexico, for example, with Professor Juan and housekeeper Juanita as the main characters?  No, this story requires that the Shinto religion be accepted and understood by all the characters who must, for the story to make sense, hold a belief in the local kami and an appreciation of the beautiful natural venues considered to be religious shrines.  The story also gently mocks the passivity and deference expected from a Japanese woman toward a man who is not as perceptive as she is.  

Closure:  

Assigment—read parts 3 and 4.

Questions for tomorrow:  Are we given clues to help solve the mystery why the housekeeper is invited to go on this pilgrimage?  Or is the mystery only deepened and complicated?
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