Kabuki Plays on Page—and Comicbook
Pictures on Stage—in Edo-Period Japan

Adam L. KErN

STUDENTS of kabuki are inevitably faced with the conundrum
of how best to handle the vast corpus of woodblock-printed materials
devoted to the early-modern theater. While one might begin with the
rare playscript (when available), what such scripts inevitably present is
an idealized performance. By contrast, woodblock-printed theatrical
texts—particularly illustrated ones—would seem to provide a better
collective glimpse, however kaleidoscopically mediated, of actunl
performances: an ephemeral world that now exists as much in the
imagination, or in shards of performance traditions, as it does in the
texts themselves.

Be they one-off pictures or lengthy illustrated booklets, such theatri-
cal texts may not provide anything approaching verisimilitude (let alone
aim for it). Yet aside from this obvious complication, another issue
resides in the assumption that kabuki, as the center of popular culture,
is what is being reflected. To be sure, kabuki represents a major popular
cultural center, and an extremely vital one at that. Yet to claim that only
one such center existed during Japan’s Edo period (1600-1868), when
cultural hybridity was the rule rather than the exception, and the vari-
ous literary, poetical, pictorial, and performative arts routinely crossed
generic lines to a vertiginous degree, is to risk over-determination.

This obtains particularly to that grand hall of mirrors that was the
floating world of popular culture, where not only kabuki theaters, but
also pleasure quarters, and the often disregarded commercial street
spectacle (misemono FHAY)), are all reflected in each other. Indeed, it
may be impossible to fully isolate any one of these from the other two in
the triad. This imbrication is evident in the very origins of kabuki itself,
in which, on the dawn of the seventeenth-century riverbanks of Kyoto,
the dancer Izumo no Okuni HZEDME combined outrageously sensual,
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gender-bending, burlesque performances that were equal portions
theater, prostitution, and freak show. In fact, the word kabuki, though
most often written with the phonetic equivalents ## 1, literally “song,
dance, skill,” derives from the word kabukn 18<, meaning “to lean,”
specifically to lean away, or deviate, from a presumed norm, such as act-
ing, dressing, or physical appearance. The mutual interdependence of
these elements continued unabated, and is evident a century and a half
later in the “pictures of beautiful people” (&ifinga 3 N\H), which is to
say courtesans and actors. These pictures, after all, worked by a double
logic of presenting paragons of sophistication and sexiness on the one
hand, and on the other hand of withholding the slightest whiff of the
“treaks” (katawamono [, as they were offensively called) as well
as the aesthetically challenged (yabo #7%). Within the context of the
floating world, idolization of courtesans and actors was the flip side of
aversion for the differently physiognomied individual. In the associated
pictorial fetishism, the freak was always present, implicitly, precisely in
his or her absence.

This floating world (#kiyo ##itt) blurred the lines not only among
actor, courtesan, and freak, but also among creators and consumers,
authors and authorized, players and played. More than the Bakhtinian
carnivalesque of medieval Europe, wherein the mainstream social hier-
archy was temporarily though fasthfully inverted, thereby paradoxically
reifying it, the floating world of early modern Japan was a Turnerian
communitas, an uninhibitedly demotic—though by no means demo-
cratic—liminal space, wherein emerged a countercultural hierarchy,
based largely on sophistication, that provided no inverted reflection
of mainstream social hierarchy whatsoever. Indeed, the floating world
never reified Tokugawa society, directly or indirectly so. Rather, it was
marked by a fluidity of overlapping and ever-shifting literary—or cul-
tural—coteries (za no bungaku FEOIF), as Ogata Tsutomu notably
argued, that ran against the grain of mainstream hierarchical rigidity.!

In such a milieu, people habitually crossed social, class, gender,
and other boundaries. As Victor Turner described it, this anti-structure
“abolishes all divisiveness, all discriminations, binary, serial, or gradu-
ated. This creative moment of rejection of structures, social, philo-
sophical, and theological is fierce rebellion against petrification.”? A
single individual might therefore appear on stage as the actor Ichikawa
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Danjaro V iJlIIHI+EE (1741-1806), only to compose madcap poetry
(kyoka FE3K) in Ota Nanpo’s KHIEIA (1749-1823) leading circle of the
day as the poet Hakuen F%%. Such nomenclatural variation is routinely
treated as a matter of pseudonyms, as a single individual using “false
names” in multiple art forms to veil his or her “true” mainstream social
identity. Although concealment is certainly one result of such “playful
appellations” (gigo B ), another is reinvention. Thus, these appella-
tions might be referred to more precisely (as per Fernando Pessoa) as
heteronyms, implying diverse alter egos, or personas, in various arts, in a
kind of extreme role playing where no one identity is truer than others.

In her meditation on multiple identities in the arts of Edo Japan,
Haruko Iwasaki may well have been thinking of the heteronym when
writing: “Such compartmentalization of lives through pseudonyms
seems to have helped their users to escape temporarily the constraints
of a tightly controlled society.”® Consequently, in the arts of such a frac-
tionalized space, “narrow scrutiny of one genre or aspect often proves
futile. Far more profitable is an interdisciplinary approach in which
images, tales, and language of many genres may be instantly recalled and
cross-matched to deepen the appreciation of specific artistic products.”*

Thus, while kabuki was undoubtedly a major center of popular cul-
ture, it could never have been the only such center, since it was mutually
dependent upon the pleasure quarters and street spectacle. Yet even if
it could be demonstrated that kabuki outshone these others, at least
within the context of the floating world, one would still have to con-
tend with the almost schizophrenic identities of participants in multiple
cultural spheres. The widespread practice of heteronymic participation
in various cultural circles thus renders the very notion that one art form
could subordinate all others dubious at best.

And anyway, one major form of popular culture to rival kabuki was
the estimable woodblock-printing industry. Although a sizable portion
of woodblock-printed materials was related to kabuki performances in
some way, the complex interconnections between these two forms of
popular culture are difficult to sort out. It should be kept in mind that
just as kabuki performances can be read as a kind of text, so too can the
representations of kabuki, within the woodblock-printed “pictures of
the floating world,” be regarded as a secondary performance of sorts.
And while it is tempting to regard printed representations of kabuki as
beholden to live kabuki, it might be only slightly more accurate to claim
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that the primary communitas of the floating world was extended by the
secondary communitas of the pictures and illustrated literature, broadly
defined, of the floating world (ukiyozoshi iFMH=F-). At least for many
people who had never set foot in the floating world of Edo—or any of the
other metropolises, such as Kyoto, Osaka, or Owari (present-day Nagoya),
for that matter—this secondary communitas was primary, thereby forming
an imagined community on an increasingly national scale. Yet even for
those who had visited in person, floating world texts provided a means of
sharing and of reliving their experiences, though these texts also no doubt
helped shape expectations even prior to one’s first visit.

THEATRICAL TEXTS AND COMICBOOKS

Within this woodblock-printed culture, there is an unruly range of
materials that has been broadly subsumed under the rubric of “theatri-
cal text” (gekisho B13). In an invaluable article on such texts, Martina
Schonbein draws on the work of Japanese scholars in proposing three
major categories.’

(1) “Tlustrated playbooks” (e%7i kyggenbon #: AAEE ), which, hav-
ing been influenced by illustrated puppet-play books ( £%7i joruribon #: A
i34 ), flourished primarily in Kamigata from the Genroku era (1688-
1704 ) through the 1730s. Though they had a brief moment in the sun
in Edo during the years around 1700, these were primarily illustrated
plot synopses, published in the large hanshibon A format (ca. 24 x
16 cm), with 10-12 folded sheets per volume, often including double-
page spreads (mibiraki HHZ). C. Andrew Gerstle has aptly defined e%7:
kyagenbon as “illustrated plot summaries with lengthy text.”®

(2) “Theatrical programs,” generally called kyagen ezukushi 545
R in Kamigata but ehon banzuke #=47f+ in Edo, where they began
appearing regularly with every annual “face showing” (kaomise HH )
performance from 1772 on, and regularly with every play in 1781 on, in
the so-called “stage books” (shibai ehon ZJu#z7A). These were typically
mid-sized (chibon H7) booklets (13.5 x 9.5 cm), though sometimes,
especially from 1732-174 4, in hanshibon format. Sometimes they were
referred to as ezukushi kyogenbon #=RIESA, which Gerstle has defined
as “illustrated plot summaries with little text.”” It might be argued that
the take-offs on these playbills (mitate ehon banzuke WA iEAFE) could
also be included in this category.
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(3) “Illustrated playbooks” (e%ri nehon #: AEA), a Kamigata phe-
nomenon, can be regarded, to quote Schonbein, “as printed versions
of theatrical prompt-books (daicho Hi) or handwritten manuscripts
[ shohon 14 ] intended solely for rehearsal use, although scenes might be
shortened, left out or varied in sequence. As a result, the ¢%77 nehon texts
included technical instructions for the stage (butaigaki #5%), actors’
speeches and dialogues (serifugaki 573 ) as well as directions for con-
crete performance (togaki ME).”® Since this third category never really
circulated widely beyond the backstage, it need not concern us here.

These categories, thoroughly researched though they might be,
nevertheless omit many kinds of floating world text that bear some rela-
tionship to kabuki. Three conspicuous absences worth mentioning are:
(1) illustrated “race” boardgames (e-sugoroku =8N, ak.a. kami sugo-
roku MBI or dochit sugorokn ETAS )—which were not only among
the most widely circulated forms of #kiyo-¢ throughout the Edo period,
but as games of chance, were also, according to Yoshida Mitsukuni,
“the principle form of gambling at the time.”’ Many of these board-
games presented scenes from the stage or likenesses of actors, as with
Shibai sugorokn ZJaBX (Stage Parcheesi, date unknown), a polychro-
matic print (nishiki-¢ §i#%) by Torii Kiyotada IV BIEHE and Migita
Toshihide FHH4:3 (see Fig. 1); (2) single-sheet portrait prints of actors
(nigao-e WS or yakusha-e #%&#:) which could be pasted to one’s
wall—and which loomed large in the popular imagination, as evidenced
by the following dirty sexy haiku (barekn i %)) by one Gado B#:
“diddling herself / to a kabuki pinup— / the chambermaid” (nigaoe de
ateive o surn nagatsubone);'° and (3) a wide variety of illustrated book-
lets, from Shikitei Sanba’s X5 =% (1776-1822) funnybooks (kokkeibon
IBTEA), like his spoof of the critique of actors (yakusha hyobanks %%
FHHIRD), titled Kyakusha hyobanki % %747 (Critique of Theatergoers,
1811)!! or his takeoff on kabuki reference works, titled Shibai kinmozui
Bl 5 Mg (Hlustrated Encyclopedia of the Theater, 1803),' to Mori-
shima Chiiryd’s #EHE (1754-1808) fashionbook (sharebon ifiiE4),
titled Inaka shibai W42 )5 (A Provincial Play, 1787).

No doubt the most voluminous kind of illustrated booklet to take
up the theater, to one extent or another, was the kusazoshi ERHK. This
was really a collection of closely associated genres, often referred to
individually by the color of their covers: redbook (akabon 74, black-
book (kurohon FA), bluebook (aohon #HA), and yellowbook (kibyashi



Fig. 1. Shibai sugorokun. Polychromatic print by Torii Kiyotada IV
and Migita Toshihide. Courtesy of Waseda University Library.

##4K), though one exception is the “multivolume” (gokan &%).
The kusazoshi is surely a kind of comicbook, for its “texts” consist of
interdependent visual-verbal narratives, mass-produced on the cheap,
and disseminated to a wide swath of the population. Elsewhere, I have
proposed that the kusazoshi may well have been the first vastly popular
comicbook—and the kzbyoshi, which flourished from 1775-1806, perhaps
even the first such comicbook for adults—in worid literary history.'3

It would be difficult to overstate the interconnections among all the
various kusazoshi genres and kabuki. Still, to take an example, arguably
the bestselling of all kibyoshi, Santd Kyoden’s IR {x (1761-1816) Edo
umare wwaki no kabayaki L4865 B (Playboy, Roasted a la Edo,
1785), features as a comic hero a star-struck kabuki fan who foolishly
stages his own pseudo-suicide (see Fig. 2). Another example might be
any one of the interconnected kibyosh: playing oft a kabuki “world,”
such as that of the forty-seven loyal retainers, which, while originally
staged for the puppet theater as Kanadehon chisshingura 1754 FA 4
FiEk (The Treasury of Loyal Retainers, first performed in 1748), writ-
ten primarily by Takeda Izumo "rHZE (1691-1756), was adapted into
innumerable kabuki versions, such as Chikamatsu Monzaecmon’s #1123
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Fig. 2. The protagonist Enjird backstage readying himself for a fake double
suicide @ /a kabuki. From the kibyoshi by Santo Kyoden Edo umare nwaki
no kabayaki (1785). Courtesy of Waseda University Library.

MM (1653-1725) Goban Taibeiki ZHERFEC (A Chronicle of Great
Peace Played on a Chessboard, 1706). To cite just a few kibyoshi draw-
ing on this world: Ana debon tsijingura ZNFAENG (1779, written
by Hoseido Kisanji Mk = =" and illustrated by Koikawa Harumachi
BINENT ) Chishingura sokuseki ryors EERAVEFREL (1794, written by
“the Gourmet Santo Kyoden” B ALK LR);® Chishingura zenze no
maku nashi BERCHTIERE (1794, also written by Kyoden);'® Kanade-
hon mune no kagami WFAN .28 (1799, also by Kydden but illus-
trated by Utagawa Toyokuni #JII#E);Y” and Kamidehon tsijingura
EZF458 N (date unknown, written by Rizan HilI and illustrated by
Kitao Masayoshi JLZE3E); and so on ad nauseum.

Inasmuch as the majority of comicbooks tend to be intimately
related to kabuki, it is curious that this category is not included in
Schonbein’s schema. To be fair, Schonbein mentions kusazoshs in pass-
ing, carefully noting that the layout of the illustrated theater booklet
“took its key from the style of the eighteenth-century illustrated Edo
narrative prose forms known as kusazoshi. These, for their part, often
dealt with theatrical subjects, even including portraits of actors...”!8
Yet Schonbein refrains from further examination, closing her discus-
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sion with the comment: “The only difference seems to be that whereas
kusazoshi focus on the plot, [shibai ehon] highlight the most effective

»1

and impressive scenes as settings for actors’ talents.”!” Such perfuncto-
riness characterizes the way that the kusazoshi has, by and large, been
written out of the history of kabuki, the one exception being Takahashi
Noriko’s groundbreaking study, Kusazoshi to engeki (Comicbooks and
the Theater, 2004).2°

There seem to be two principle reasons for this collective neglect.
First, there has been a wholesale neglect of, if not outright disdain for,
Edo-period comicbooks among kabuki specialists. This situation is
paradoxical, since comicbooks were just as much a part of popular cul-
ture as was kabuki. Moreover, this neglect is somewhat analogous to the
problem Jaqueline Berndt has perceived in the case of modern Japanese
comics (manga &M ); namely, scholars trained in Japanese literature
who find themselves scrambling to meet soaring student interest tend
to approach manga as a kind of lLiterary text, with a little film studies or
art history thrown in to deal with the images, but with little if any genu-
ine interest in or knowledge of the history, methodology, or theory of
comics and the emerging field of its academic study.?! Similarly, since
the study of kusazoshi, like the study of modern manga, is relatively
underdeveloped—not that current interest in kusazoshi rises to the level
of modern manga—the neglect is understandable if not inevitable.

Second, in spite of the desire to mine illustrations for glimpses of
contemporary performances, scholars are rightfully wary, since the illus-
trations tend not to privilege realism, and therefore provide a distorted
reflection of kabuki at best. Comicbooks like the Zibyoshi that present
streamlined representations of their subjects with an eye for the comic
are not about realism, after all, and are marked by an aggressive fiction-
ality in both their visual as well as verbal texts. Then again, it is precisely
because the kibyoshi is so closely related to kabuki that the late scholar
Maeda Kingord once advised me that to understand the former one
must first study the latter for at least 30 years.

THE REFLECTION HYPOTHESIS

Most of what little scholarship there is that touches on the relation-
ship between kusazoshi page and kabuki stage, as with Schonbein’s
taxonomy, has tended to operate according to what might be termed a
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“reflection hypothesis,” postulating that the primary function of these
theatrical texts is to 7eflect kabuki. These texts are almost always judged,
whether explicitly or implicitly so, chiefly in terms of how faithfully
they mirror kabuki. Such texts are regarded, in Barbara Cross’s reveal-
ing phrase, as “performance re-enacted.”?? Thus, much is made of how
these texts include textual allusions to librettos or to the writings of
actors off stage, reference the appearance of actors via sartorial details
or facial features, and so on. The telltale terms bandied about include:
reflect, mirror, reproduce, reenact, replicate, echo, capture, identify,
translate, real-life, realism, and so on. Thus, to take but two of many
examples—not including the title of the present volume—one scholar
writing on a kzbyoshi by Sanba has argued that readers would have been
“lulled into believing they were watching a play on stage.”?? Similarly,
Ellis Tinios’s otherwise superb catalogue of Kunisada’s actor prints is
titled Mirror of the Stage.

Among the problems with the reflection hypothesis is that one
wonders what exactly it is that is being reflected. Since the great num-
ber of theatrical comicbooks have long been regarded as secondary,
meaning inferior, to kabuki (as well as to texts that more realistically
reflect “actual” kabuki plays), the result is that kabuki is inadvertently
elevated to a kind of highbrow status that it never actually occupied in
its own day. What ends up being reflected, then, may well be our own
prejudices and value judgments just as much as the historical object
purportedly under study. There is an inherent risk, in other words,
that the hypothesis reflects less the world of early-modern kabuki than
the world of present-day Japanology. Thus, the reflection hypothesis is
fundamentally circular. It cannot help but come boomeranging back
at us.

The reflection hypothesis also contributes to an unhelpful, if not
unrealistic, rhetoric of realism. Much traditional Japanese art history
is burdened by a teleological narrative of artistic production, whereby
each successive line of artists—and each successive generation within
that line—marches unfalteringly on toward increased Realism; never
mind that kabuki was never a realistic theater to begin with, or that
realism is always constructed, and therefore conventionalized, as with
any other style. In valuing realism over all else, the reflection hypothesis
obscures the role of many of the greatest woodblock-print artists of
actor portraits in illustrating theatrical comicbooks. True, this is part
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Fig. 3. Illustration from the blackbook Kokusen’ya kassen, illustrated
by Torii Kiyonobu. Courtesy of Waseda University Library.

of the larger disregard of kibyoshi illustrations on the part of scholars
of Japanese art history as well as literature. To the best of my knowl-
edge, only one article explores this relationship: Akiko Takata Walley’s
“Through the Looking Glass: Reflections on Kibyoshi Illustrations in
Kishida Toho’s Comicbook Chronicle”**

WOODBLOCK ARTISTS AND THE COMICBOOK

In order to address the unrealistic rhetoric of realism inherent in the
reflection hypothesis, it is worth digressing briefly to note that many of
the leading ukiyo-¢ artists of the Torii, Katsukawa, Kitao, and Kitagawa
schools were involved in illustrating kusazoshi like the kibyoshz, as can be
demonstrated by counting the numbers of kzbyoshi titles illustrated by
artists listed in the index of Tanahashi Masahiro’s encyclopedic compen-
dium to the genre, Kibyoshi soran.*®

The first of these schools, the Torii, was certainly renowned for its
early black-and-white actor prints that were not infrequently hand col-
ored, but this school’s leading figures also illustrated kusazoshi, many of
them theatrical in nature. The great Torii Kiyonobu BJ#iE(E (ca. 1664-
1729) provided the illustrations for theatrical texts such as Ichikawa
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Danjuro s Wil 1HR (1660-1704) Shusse Sumidagawa HHREH]I, but
also for early kusazoshi such as the blackbook Kokusen’ya kassen Bl
4Bk (The Battles of Coxinga, issued in 1715 when Chikamatsu Monzae-
mon’s puppet play by the same name was first performed) (see Fig. 3).

Kiyonaga {#£ (1752-1815) was also active in both actor prints—
he was credited with having introduced the “narrator stepping forth
picture” (degatarizu WYX )—and kusazoshi, including over 100
kibydshi.*® One of these is Iba Kasho’s fHE % (17472-1783) Bakemono
hakoiri musume {LYF A (The Monster’s Sheltered Daughter, 1781).
Interestingly, Kiyonaga, in his woodblock print (Hakomusume) Nana-
yu meisho / kiga FIECE P -EA5, places this very kibyashi in the hands
of one of two prostitutes.?” Looking as though they are unwinding after
a bath, one prostitute stands, adjusting a comb in her coiffure, while the
other sits, a young masseur (anma-san 2 3A) rubbing her shoulders,
reading the first fascicle of a kibyoshi, the yellow cover of which depicts
the kabuki actor Ichikawa Danjiro, his tell-tale concentric square
design (mimasu —#t) displayed prominently on his sleeve, in character,
wielding a sword. The frontispiece to the actual first volume of The
Monster’s Sheltered Daughter is extant, and similarly depicts Danjur6 in
this swashbuckling pose.?® Thus, Kiyonaga organically integrated his
kibyoshi, bijinga, and kabuki compositions. This suggests that a reading
of Kiyonaga’s The Monster’s Sheltered Daughter as reflective of kabuki
alone is too simplistic.

Kiyotsune {##% (fl. ca. 1757-1779), who also produced both actor
prints and kusazoshi, such as Sugawara denju tenarai kagams & 55
T (1776), was the most prolific of Torii School artists in the kibyashi
genre, with over 130 titles to his credit.” Among these, two of his most
famous include Koikawa Harumachi’s (Firyi) Joge no banzuke % T4
#M (1776)%° and Bunkeido’s 0% Katakinchi Kurama tengu HETH%
XA (The Kurama Goblin Vendetta, 1779).3!

The Katsukawa line of artists, under Katsukawa Shunsho B/l %%
(1726-1792), is generally credited, according to Hugo Munsterberg,
with having “introduced a near realism that completely revolutionized
this art form” of the polychromatic actor print, for Shunsho “showed
the individual actor as he actually looked, revealing his personality, his
style of acting, and even his idiosyncrasies.”*? Epitomizing this unreal-
istic rhetoric of realism, Munsterberg goes on to claim: “Never has the
kabuki been portrayed with greater faithfulness and dramatic appeal.”??
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Although Shunsho illustrated perhaps only one kibyoshi, (Kingin
sensei Kaiun sensei) Muchii no hoshihanashi §3%5EE O (1780),3*
more importantly, one of his students seems to have been Koikawa
Harumachi himself, the originator of the kibyoshi genre. As Mizuno
Minoru noted, focusing again on Shunsho’s supposed realism: “Haru-
machi, who was apprenticed to Toriyama Sekien B3 (1714-1788),
and possibly to the #ukiyo-¢ painter Katsukawa Shunsho ... introduced
three-dimensional and complex compositions and the detailed por-
trayal of characters’ facial features and outfits, refining the illustrations
of kibyoshi”®® Thus, even if there is no direct evidence that Harumachi
studied under Shunsho, the realism of the former’s kibyoshs illustrations,
which represented a departure from earlier picturebooks, could only
have developed, according to this unrealistic logic, had Harumachi
been directly influenced by the realistic actor prints of Shunsho.

Katsukawa Shuncho BJIIZE# (fl. ca. 1781-1801)—who is most
often credited with the introduction in the 1760s of the actor likeness
print—was more directly involved with kibyoshz, illustrating halt'a dozen
works,* including several penned by Yomo Sanjin PU/51LA (a.k.a. Ota
Nanpo), such as (Ryori kondate) Atama tenten ni kuchi ari 258 TAK
[If (Pat-a-Cake! Pat-a-Cake!, 1784 ) and Kasane gasane medetai haru
mairi K4 HEIES (1784).%7 More active still was Katsukawa Shun’ei i
JIEIE (1762-1819), illustrating nearly 3 dozen kibyoshi.®® These include
works like Bakemono hitotosegusa $RPE— % (1808?), written by the
great Jippensha Ikku R#&—JL (1765-1831),% and Sono henpo honen no
mitsugi HRHREAEE (1790), written by Shitchin Manpo £ # 5 .40

Other members of the Katsukawa School were steeped in kzbyoshiand
other forms of kusazoshi as well as actor prints, too. Katsukawa Shunsen
BN (fl. ca. 1790-1830) illustrated Takarabune kogane no hobashira
FEARH 4% (The Treasure Ship’s Golden Mast, 1818), a gokan written by
Tori Sanjin HEIIA (1790-1858). Katsukawa Shunso /1%, mentor
to the celebrated artist Hokusai, illustrated Nanpo’s fashionbook Dachii
sugorokn BN (ca. 1781); and the vastly original Katsukawa Shunko
NN (1743-1812) issued a slew of comicbook-style jokebooks (ehorn-
jitate hanashibon #EAAMIHA), such as the blackbook-style (Kaomise)
otoshibanashi " Z 371 (1766), the title of which glosses the Chinese
graphs for “theater” (shibai) with “comic story” (otoshi), insinuating a
correspondence between stage and page.*!

No doubt the most famous Katsukawa artist was Katsushika Hoku-
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sai & fidb77 (1760-1849), who illustrated over two dozen kibyoshi
under the heteronym Katsukawa Shunro B/)11%#1.#2 This abundance
is meaningful in light of the fact that Hokusai is habitually credited—
erroneously—with having coined the term manga; for as 1 have sug-
gested elsewhere, it is possible that it was his involvement in the kibyoshi
under Santd Kyoden that resulted in his picking up the term manga in
the first place.*® Be that as it may, Shunro illustrated many noteworthy
kibyoshi, such as: Kyokutei Bakin’s M=% (1767-1848) Fukujukai
muryo no shinadama 87L& ML (The Unfathomable Ocean of
Fortune and Longevity, 1794);* Jitsugokyo osana koshakn FEHAHE
#H (The Guide to Morality for Dummies, 1792), supposedly written
by Kyoden, though probably actually ghostwritten by Bakin;*® and
Kyoden’s Momotara hottan banashi MRS, (Peachboy’s Family
Tree, 1792) and Hinpukuryo dochii no ki ERMWEHZEL (1793), to name
a few.*

Celebrated for its highly “realistic” portrayals of courtesans, the
Kitao School also was heavily involved in illustrating both actor prints
and kusazoshi. The great master Kitao Shigemasa Jt2HEE (1739-1820)
was unquestionably the single most prolific kzbyoshi artist of any school,
having illustrated over 200 works—approximately 10% of all extant
kibyoshi. Shigemasa was also a prolific producer of actor prints. As
Takahashi Noriko has pointed out, Shigemasa in 1770 illustrated a per-
formance program (ehon banzuke) for the play Kagami-ga-ike omokage
Sogn #EiLHEHTR consisting of nigao-¢ in a thoroughly realistic manner.
According to Takahashi, “This was the first illustrated programme [in
Japanese history] in which it was possible to differentiate between real-
istic facial portrayals of each of the actors.”*’

Additionally, Shigemasa trained several influential kzbyoshi artists.
Masayoshi Bt3E (a.k.a. Kuwagata Keisai $E# 7, 1764-1824 ), while
perhaps only a minor #kiyo-¢ artist, was nevertheless one of the chief
illustrators of humorous vernacular fiction (gesakn EfF) including the
kibyoshi*® And Kitao Masanobu dt/ZEG#E would go on to become one
of the brightest stars of the genre, though he is better known today
under his authorial heteronym Santo Kyoden. Just as the kibyoshi can
be considered a more sophisticated version of earlier kusazoshi genres
like the redbook, it is probably no coincidence that Shigemasa’s student
adopted an artistic heteronym after the earlier #kiyo-¢ giant Okumura
Masanobu 1 1E1E (1686-1764 ), who had been active in redbook illus-
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trations (a subject that deserves greater attention than can be accorded
here).

Much along the same lines pertains to other schools. In the Kita-
gawa School, aside from Yukimaro 17k (fl. ca. 1781-1801), who illus-
trated many satirical kibyoshi, there was, of course, the great Utamaro
gL (FE, 1753-1806), who though famous for his beauty prints also
executed actor prints, and who illustrated at least two dozen kibyoshi
(using Utamaro as well as other heteronyms, like Toyoaki #%).4 Art-
ists in the Utagawa School—Kuniyoshi E77, Yoshitora 752, Kunimasa
E ¥, and Toyoharu &#—were also active in both actor prints and
kibyoshi, as was the great Toyokuni £ (1769-1825), who illustrated
works like Daidichi ontokuyo monogatari 5 —EEHYIFE (1794 ), as well as
several late works by Kyoden, such as Gotai wago monogatars HARHI &7
(1799),°° Hiragana senjin mondo VIR A% (1800),°! and a send-
up of the Chishingura story, Kanadehon mune no kagami R4FARHK:2
#t (1799).5? Finally, mention should be made of Eishosai Choki %27
£ (fl. ca. 1780-carly 1800s), who in addition to actor prints illustrated
innumerable kibyoshi. The earliest appearance of the Choki heteronym
F#—and therefore arguably the piece that announced his new artistic
identity—came in a kibyoshi.>?

THE CONSTRUCTIONIST HYPOTHESIS

It should be abundantly clear even by this admittedly perfunctory
survey that most of the leading artists of #ukiyo-¢ illustrated both actor
prints and kwusazoshi, particularly kibyoshi. The longstanding scholarly
inattentiveness to comicbooks notwithstanding, the way that the unre-
alistic rhetoric of realism in art history has jibed with the way that the
reflection hypothesis has emphasized fidelity and accuracy to the stage
has generally blinded us to those aspects of the page that are not reflec-
tive of the stage. These aspects are reduced to a kind of strange excess,
that, by extension, reinforces the reduction of the comicbooks them-
selves, judging them not for what they are, but against what they should
be vis-a-vis the stage. Although Cross is aware of this discrepancy when
she writes, “All the genres [of kusazoshi] 1 have mentioned are to some
extent representations of performance and, as such, vehicles for poten-
tial performance reproduction,”®* she does not pursue the matter.
Another problem with the reflection hypothesis stems from the
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very nature of mass-produced and widely disseminated texts such as
comicbooks in engendering a potential for advertising. Since advertis-
ing is all about constructing desirability, even those works whose sole
aim is to reflect end up constructing. Thus, the reflection hypothesis
naturally leads into its seemingly opposite corollary, namely, that these
comicbooks participated in constructing the theater in the first place.
This slippery slope from reflection to construction is not dissimilar, in
the theoretical terms of Austinian Speech Act Theory or Pragmatics,
to the way that the constative glides seamlessly into the performative.
Woodblock-printed description, merely by virtue of its mass distribu-
tion, acquires the force of prescription.

In fact, some recent scholarship has begun to pursue this obverse
of the reflection thesis, what might be termed the “constructionist
hypothesis,” postulating that printed works not only reconstructed per-
formances, but also constructed those performances in the first place.
They did this by such strategies as advertising, celebrating, and parody-
ing (thereby reifying). Takahashi has unearthed the practice of using
“dream-cast mitate” (discussed below) as a kind of loving memorial to
deceased actors. For instance, Bandd Hikosaburd IT JRZE =8B (1741-
1768) was featured in the blackbook Firyii ikai tawake JEi\ 2\ H 455,
which was published in 1770—two years after the actor’s demise.>®

One immediate problem besetting the constructionist hypothesis,
however, is that the reverse proposition seems equally valid: that it was
the stage that was really advertising the page. A homologous chicken
and egg predicament is manifest in the bijinga; for surely it is the art-
ist and publisher, the clothing and accoutrements—as David Pollack
has argued®®—and the floating world of pleasure quarters and kabuki
theaters that are being advertised in these prints, every bit as much as
it is the beautiful courtesan or actor. The more intractable problem,
however, is that inasmuch as the page is held to participate in the con-
struction of the stage, this hypothesis—as with the reflection hypothe-
sis—places kabuki at center stage. In so doing, both the reflection and
constructionist hypotheses ignore the preponderance of moments in
theatrical texts that either do not reflect or do not construct the stage.
In order to reclaim the page from this stage-centric view, one might
adopt a page-centric view—even if only as a heuristic strategy. Look-
ing through the other end of the telescope engenders a different set
of generative questions, such as: What is lost on the page by placing
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the theater at center stage? How did the stage advertise the page? How
did the experience of reading comicbooks affect the viewing of kabuki
plays? Or the writing of kabuki plays? Or the acting?

Accordingly, I would contend that not only did theatrical comic-
books like the kibyoshi refer to the stage because it was a major cultural
reference point, but also these comicbooks should be considered as
genres in their own right, with their own conventions, and scopic
regimes, and motives, that warrant treatment unto themselves, not as
epiphenomena of the stage—that is, secondary phenomena dependent
upon the stage as a point of departure for either constructing or recon-
structing. To this end, then, two features of theatrical comicbooks that
initially appear beholden to the stage, but turn out to be just as much if
not more products of comicbook culture, shall be taken up here. These
features are visual punning and self-reflexivity.

VISUAL PUNNING ( MITATE)

The most well known kind of visual punning (mitate 5,37) is the puzzle
variety, wherein one must decode the pun in the image through an asso-
ciative (7enso #fH) strategy. Another category of mitate, which Iwata
Hideyuki has identified, is the so-called “dream-cast mitate” in which
a fantasy cast of actors is assembled together on some imaginary stage.
This explains why certain illustrated texts or pictures depict actors who
never actually performed together in real life for one reason or another,
as with the infamous rivalry between the actors Bando Mitsugoro 111
PR =H A BB (1775-1831) and Nakamura Utaemon ITT #4845 f#
(1778-1838).%” Commercial rivalries between troupes might also have
been a factor (not unlike the notorious Masked Maraunders recording
of 1969, supposedly bringing together anonymously Bob Dylan, John
Lennon, Mick Jagger, Eric Clapton, and other famous pop music stars
who were contractually prohibited from recording with each other).
There are also examples of illness culminating in suicide attempts (as
with Sawamura Tanosuke 1T ##HZB, 1788-1817),°® death, or other
such logistical problems.

The dream-cast mistate can also be read as reflection and/or con-
struction, though, again, both of these glide too readily into the other
to be discretely separated, and both are ultimately stage-centric. Thus,
when Iwata suggests that dream-cast mitate reflect the desire of fans
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to see their fantasies actualized, he is in fact acknowledging that these
both construct and reconstruct. If true, then such mitate may actually
be a distant antecedent of today’s “fan-fic” manga, wherein fans create
new stories by mixing characters from disparate manga. Likewise, Taka-
hashi has suggested that certain dream-cast mitate in kusazoshi—like
the blackbook Rysgi miyage %=t (1770)—may have served as an
informal though widely publicized form of fan petition to the actor
Ichikawa Danjuro IV mJIIE+#E (1712-1778) to modify his acting
style, thereby both reflecting fan sentiment but also making a bid to
affect—or construct—the stage. Fantasy or suggestion, reflection or
construction—either way, the dream-cast mitate subordinates kusazoshi
page to kabuki stage.

Yet there is another plausible—even likely—motivation for dream-
cast mitate, particularly in the case of the kibyoshi: that the dream-cast
fits the needs of the comicbook story, particularly in the case of stories
whose comic premises involve “intertwining” (naimaze #{\V3E1),
“blowing together” (fukiyose &7+ ), or some similar kind of varia-
tion (shuko #IA)) on set themes (sekai H:5%). True, dream-cast mitate
reinforce the significance of the stage, but this is precisely why it has
been difficult for scholars to see beyond this fact, which is admittedly
incontestable, to the equally valid if lurking fact that the comicbooks
have their own logic and needs and conventions. An analogy would be
to claim that some of Suzuki Harunobu’s $iAK%5 (17252-1770) famous
mitate prints (mitate-e WA7AE) employing 31-syllable poems (tanka 54
# or, more loosely, waka 1) are to be read as primarily reflective of
waka, when, as Kobayashi Tadashi has argued convincingly, those waka
were accessories chosen randomly merely because they were popular.®®

I would suggest that rather than regarding dream-cast mitate as
subordinating page to stage, one could regard it as explosting the stage
as a means to a larger comicbook end, particularly in the many kibyoshi
satirizing government policies. To take but one well-known example,
the actor Matsumoto Koshiro IV #AAZEUAR (1737-1802) served, from
about 1788 on, as a kind of thinly-veiled cipher for Matsudaira Sadanobu
A F5ELE (1758-1829; r. 1781-1793), Senior Councilor of advisors to the
shogunate and ironfisted mastermind of the Kansei Reforms (Kansei
kaikakn TEHICCE, 1787-1793) that sought to suppress popular culture
in order to regain control of the economy. So, in the landmark kibyoshi
titled Bunbu nido mangokudoshi LR —"3E75 418 (Twin Arts Threshing
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Fig. 4. The character Hatakeyama Shigetada (back) drawn in the likeness of the actor
Matsumoto Koshiro IV to refer slyly to Matsudaira Sadanobu. From the kibyoshi by
Hoseido Kisanji Bunbu nido mangokudoshi. Courtesy of Waseda University Library.

Device, 1788), written by Hoseido Kisanji and illustrated by Kitagawa
Yukimaro, the character Hatakeyama Shigetada &ILE & (1164-1205) is
rendered in the likeness of Koshiro, who, in turn, is used obliquely to
signify Sadanobu (see Fig. 4).

Here, reference to kabuki is zot primarily a matter of either reflec-
tion (of'actual or fantasized plays), or construction (of celebrity or acting
styles). Rather, it is a means of getting at something beyond the theatrical
world entirely; namely, the world of politics. Significantly, the stage-cen-
tric view would completely miss what a page-centric view would catch:
the political allegory that is the whole point of this piece. Thus, it might
be said that in the case of those kibyoshi that use kabuki actors to stage
satire, it is the page that subordinates the stage to a deflective as well as a
reflective device to shield the authors and illustrators from censure.

We find this dynamic in other satirical kibyoshi, too, as with Jidai
sewa nichd tsuzumi W HEE 3 (Tale of the Two Tambours, 1788),
written by Santo Kyodden and illustrated by Kitagawa Yukimaro. On
the surface, the story is a whimsical updating of a famous historical
confrontation between Taira no Masakado M (d. 940) who, boldly
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declaring himself “New Emperor” (shinno #5), led an infamous
revolt against the throne, and Fujiwara no Hidesato #EF4F (dates
unknown), the man whom the throne appointed to lead the retaliatory
force.®® Although the standard interpretation of this kibyashi has long
been as a fictional allegory about the real-life rivalry between the Grand
Chamberlain Tanuma Okitsugu Hi#E X (1719-1788) and his adversary,
Sano Zanzaemon ¥ # 754 (dates unknown), the fact that Hidesato
is drawn in the likeness of Koshiro has lead Takahashi Noriko to specu-
late that some readers might have read this character not as Zanzaemon,
but as Matsudaira Sadanobu.®! Tt is perhaps no surprise, then, that this
piece was so successful in couching its true object of criticism that it was
republished even while the Kansei Reforms were in full swing.®?

In both of these instances, the reflection and constructionist
hypotheses, by subordinating page to stage, would send readers—
including some would-be censors—scampering to illustrated kabuki
texts in search of real-life performances and snippets of dialogue. A
reading that grants equal weight to the page, on the other hand, would
correctly allow one to see the depiction of these comicbook characters
as kabuki actors—in their respective roles—less as references to the
stage than as staging covert political criticism. Here, the stage is merely

an intermediary, not the be-all and end-all.®?

SELF-REFLEXIVITY

The second feature of theatrical kibyoshi that on first blush appears to
be beholden to kabuki but that I would contend favors the page is self-
reflexivity. By “self-reflexivity,” I mean any device that draws attention
to the constructed nature of a cultural product. While self-reflexivity
no doubt includes self-referentiality, which denotes the conflation of
author with narrator (or other character), self-referentiality is merely
one of many forms of self-reflexivity. For example, the following kibyoshi
illustration, from Santd Kyoden’s Rosei ga yume sono zenjitsu JEAEZ
FHATH (On the Eve of Lu Sheng’s Dream, 1791), depicts the titular
character Lu Sheng (J. Rosei) reading a kibyoshi within this kibyoshi.
While undeniably self-reflexive, this scene is not self-referential, since Lu
Sheng is not equated with the author Santoé Kyoden (see Fig. §).

Of course, kabuki itself is highly self-reflexive. As a non-representa-
tional form of theater like the puppet theater (ningyd joruri N EEH),
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Fig. 5. The character Lu Sheng reading a kibyoshi within the kibyoshi Rosei ga
yume sono zenjitsu, by Santd Kydden. Courtesy of Waseda University Library.

only with live actors, kabuki routinely breaks the fourth wall, closing the
gap between stage and audience for a variety of calculated reasons: play-
fulness; a bid for authority or authenticity; dramatic effect, and so on.
The great playwright Chikamatsu Monzaemon frequently mobilized
self-reflexivity as a form of irony. In his Sonezaki shinji 5 0 (Love
Suicides at Sonezaki, first staged in 1703 as a puppet play), for instance,
the doomed hero Tokubei exclaims: “My mind’s been in turmoil, and
my finances in chaos... It’s a miracle I’m still alive. If they make my
story into a three-act play, ’m sure the audiences will weep.”** Likewise
in Takeda Izumo’s puppet play Kanadehon chishingura, there is a line
about a little boy who is sick and tired of watching puppet plays. Self-
reflexivity affects both scripr—one thinks of the various auto-citations in
Chikamatsu’s works—and performance—direct improvisational address
in ad-libbed dialogue (sutezerifu #5CE0.5)—like the famous ad-libbed
expectorant vendor’s (uirouri 4+855¢) spiel of Ichikawa Danjaro IT i
JIEITER (1689-1758) in the play Waka midori ikioi soga 54k T Tk
(1718).%° Self-reflexivity lurks in various “backstage jokes” (gakuya ochi
#E¥%L) and other stripes of insider allusion (Insider-Spafd) that both
include some people (those in the know) and exclude others (those not
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in the know, whom Ross Chambers terms ziers exclu). This sort of self-
reflexivity appears in kibyoshi so extensively that few would question the
link between the stage and page.

Now, according to the stage-centric view, the conspicuous self-
reflexivity of the kusazoshi page either merely reflects the conspicuous
self-reflexivity of the kabuki stage, or else constructs the stage by self-
reflexively gazing back at it. Still, ukiyo-e, like its comicbook brethren,
suffers no shortage of self-reflexive play. Trompe loienl, mise-en-abyme,
play with frame, beauties looking at themselves in mirrors as we look
at them looking at themselves in mirrors, copulating cats mimicking
the action of a human couple, inset cartouches (koma-e Biis)—the
examples are legion. So much so that, adopting a page-centric view, it
might be possible to regard these “images within images” (gachiga B+
i) as a type of panel within a panel, not unlike comicbook panelization.
The prominence of kusazaoshi suggests the possibility that some readers
might well have viewed the world through the scopic regime of comic-
books. It is not hard to imagine, for instance, how some kusazoshi-
crazed fans gazed at the kabuki stage through the comicbook page; the
stage, after all, can be regarded as a kind of live unfolding of pictures
within pictures. The spectacle that is kabuki contains within it the fur-
ther spectacle of the stage scenery, the wardrobes—which themselves
embed crests and designs—the role-playing actors who, in no small
number of plays, don disguises to play further roles, and so on and so
forth. In this view, stage is an epiphenomenon of page.

As a case in point, consider the dramatic pose (mie 77%) held by one
or more actors for several dazzlingly spectacular moments, sometimes
as a kind of tablean vivant. Surely this “sight bite” (to coin a phrase to
suggest how the mie is a kind of visual analogue of the “sound bite”) is
self-reflexive play with frame. The entire stage, with its various pictures
within pictures, effectively freezes itself momentarily into the sort of
picture within a picture in woodblock-printed pictures and comicbooks.
One might easily get the impression that the m:ze was intended for artists
to fix their gaze long enough on the actors to sketch the scene for later
fleshing out. Still, it might be said that the mie instantaneously turns
the actor(s) into a frozen picture within the larger picture of the stage
in precisely the way that most #kiyo-¢ viewers would have imagined the
scene transposed into #kiyo-e—or, more to the point, the way that most
readers of comicbooks were regarding the world through comicbooks.
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Thus, while the stage-centric view treats comicbook characters
holding mie-like poses as reflective of the stage, the page-centric view
would treat kabuki actors holding picture-like poses as reflective of the
page. To those who would insist that the comicbook mie merely reflects
the kabuki mie, that the former was possible only after the invention
of the latter, it could be argued that such dramatic moments appeared
in pictures within the long tradition of illustrated fiction in Japan prior
to the invention of kabuki. In this case, it is the stage that probably
reflects the page. And to those who would insist that the mie functions
in kabuki to establish rhythm, to affect the flow of dramatic time, and
to mark the climax of a scene, it could be argued that the mie in comic-
books similarly functions to punctuate large narrative shifts, becoming
a kind of visual shorthand for scene-to-scene transitions. In this case,
stage and page are on equal footing.

In any event, it is also possible to situate self-reflexivity in the con-
text of world comics. Self-reflexivity is prominent in comics from difter-
ent cultures with no historical contact with each other because, I would
submit, self-reflexivity is an integral feature of the comicbook form
itself. It is as though self-reflexivity is a universal compensatory strategy
in comics for the lack of realism. Self-reflexivity is probably the natural
byproduct of any system of representation, for that matter, be it visual,
verbal, or some combination of the two, as with either the kibyoshi or
kabuki. As a kind of play with frame, self-reflexivity is found anywhere
framing devices are used in some kind of sign system.

Granted, situating the kzbyoshi in the context of global comics runs
against the grain of the myth of Japanese uniqueness, which has long
informed Japanology, particularly in its manifestation within the Japa-
nese study of Japanese literature (Kokubungakn E3C%). For those who
subscribe to this myth, it is less disquieting to explain the self-reflexivity
of the kibyoshi in terms of a reflection or construction of kabuki than it is
to deracinate kusazoshi from its native context, relocating it in the wider
context of world comics. However, to isolate Japanese comics from
world comics, as Berndt argues has regrettably happened too often in
courses on modern Japanese manga, would be to imprudently ignore
the benefits of the emerging field of comics studies.
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CONCLUSIONS

The present paper has discussed the complications of using theatrical
comicbooks like the kibyoshi as a means of studying Edo-period kabuki.
I have taken issue with the reflection and constructionist hypotheses
on various grounds, including the way that these glide into each other.
This is not to deny the fact that certain comicbooks mirror the stage, or
even construct it. Both hypotheses have their applicability, to be sure.
The major drawback of these hypotheses, however, is that they reflex-
ively subordinate the comicbook page to the kabuki stage, as though
it were self-evident that kabuki was #he major popular cultural form of
the Edo period, when it was, in all likelihood, merely one of several
such forms. Even within its immediate floating world context, kabuki
was inextricably bound up with the pleasure quarters and the com-
mercial street spectacle, making it difficult to privilege any one of these
over the others. Moreover, the tendency for individuals to adopt mul-
tiple heteronymic identities in various cultural spheres was profoundly
decentering. And anyway, the woodblock printing phenomenon must
also be acknowledged as another major popular cultural form, perhaps
even rivaling all others. Finally, it may well be impossible to disentangle
kabuki from the woodblock-printed theatrical comicbooks that have
been the focus of this paper.

Accordingly, these theatrical comicbooks, even as they referenced the
stage, should be read with their own generic ends foremost in mind. So,
for instance, while the dream-cast mitate of these comicbooks may have
reflected fan desires or sought to influence acting styles, it is also crucial
to acknowledge that the dream-cast mitate served the specific needs of the
comicbook by, for example, couching political satire. Similarly, to read the
self-reflexivity of theatrical comicbooks as a matter of slavish devotion to
the self-reflexivity of kabuki is misguided, not least because this would be
to isolate Japanese comicbooks from the study of world comicbooks. The
page-centric reading proposed herein may not have shaped the way every-
body gazed at kabuki or wukiyo-¢, let alone the world, but as a heuristic
device, it has helped decenter the stage-centric view that risks distorting
comicbooks by forcing them into the cookie-cutter of kabuki.

In the final analysis, even when the page seems devoted to the stage,
something precious is lost by privileging stage over page. In trying to
disambiguate these two performative spaces, this paper has endeavored
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to demonstrate that not everything on the page that is seemingly about
the stage is about the stage. Students of kabuki who have recourse to
use kusazoshi in their work would be well advised to keep this in mind.
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