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Overview





Chapter 1

 Introduction


When World War II—or, if you prefer, the War in the Pacific—ended in August 1945, huge numbers of foreigners taking part in the Occupation of Japan flowed into the country. Most were military, of course, but few, even the civilians, had little knowledge of Japanese culture, much less of its theatre, which, at first, was off-limits to foreign personnel. Some, however, came well-prepared. Perhaps they had been in Japan prior to the war; maybe the war had stimulated an interest in knowing more about the country; or they might possibly have become immersed in things Japanese while studying the language, maybe under military auspices. Among the latter were American officers like Donald Keene, Faubion Bowers, and Earle Ernst, each of whom would eventually make enormous contributions to the postwar explosion of interest in Japanese theatre.

This curiosity was manifested in multiple ways, including numerous international tours by Japanese troupes, the absorption of Japanese methods into Western scripts and staging, the widespread study—academic and practical—of Japanese theatre by foreigners, and, of course, the huge accumulation of Western writing, scholarly and popular (largely in English), about Japanese theatre, both traditional and modern.

How about before the war? Yes, there was some mild interest, but nothing close to the scale of what came after. A small number of translations and general overviews concerned with the principal forms of traditional theatre—nō, kyōgen, bunraku, and kabuki1—as well as modern ones trickled in, in periodicals as well as books, during the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s. Looking only at kabuki, the focus of the present book, however, only two dedicated English-language works solely devoted to the genre appeared prior to 1955. The first, Zoë Kincaid’s eye-opening, thorough, and still very valuable Kabuki: The Popular Stage of Japan,2 did not arrive until 1925; the second, Miyake Shūtarō’s (a.k.a. S. Miyake) slim, tourist-oriented, but nevertheless useful, Kabuki Drama,3 arrived in 1938 (followed by multiple editions).

Then came the final Occupation year of 1952, when Faubion Bowers’s Japanese Theatre4 came out. Although largely about kabuki, it gave considerable attention to nō and bunraku. Only in 1955 and 1956, with British writer A. C. Scott’s The Kabuki Theatre of Japan5 followed by Earle Ernst’s The Kabuki Theatre,6 did kabuki get significant coverage in books solely devoted to the subject. More soon followed in English, from both Japanese and Western authors.

And before that? If you were a foreigner visiting or living in Japan in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries—the years just before and throughout the Meiji period (1868–1912)—and wished to study up in an English-language source before venturing out to the theatre, you had very limited options. And there were few serious resources in other Western languages as well, although a number of articles in French and German sources were available.7 To find the ones in English, you would have to have gone through countless books about Japan written by residents and travelers before and after the country was opened to the West in 1853, searching for random chapters or passages on the theatre. Diary/journal entries and letters, being private, would not have helped, although several edited collections were published many years later. Following the influx of foreigners, which started in earnest late in the decade, you might have found something in the files of the several newly established English-language newspapers, but that would have been ridiculously impractical if you did not live in Japan. And, with a few exceptions, those newspapers had other things on their minds than covering Japanese theatre.

Which is not to say such sources did not exist, as what follows demonstrates. Meiji Kabuki gathers all the chief writing on kabuki produced in English from shortly before the Meiji Restoration to the year this period ended. While it is the most comprehensive and fully annotated work of its kind, it is not the first attempt to consider what—in the days before it became a subject of more serious, even scientific, examination—foreign visitors made of traditional Japanese theatre, specifically kabuki, when they first encountered it.

Apart from one or two magazine articles (one of them later republished in a book), the materials included here originally were published in books that treated kabuki as only one of many other Japan-related topics. Because of their considerable scarcity, ephemeral nature, difficulty of access (even with limited online availability), and the need to rein in the length of this already long book, newspaper articles are not included.8

While there is no other book about Meiji kabuki like this one, several previous works, two in other languages, have related aims. The first, in Japanese, is Nakamura Tetsurō, Seiyōjin Kabuki no Hakken (The Discovery of Kabuki by Westerners), published in 1982.9 Although Nakamura’s book includes selected quotations, it is not an anthology supplemented by commentary. Instead, it is a summation of a highly selective number of writings by foreigners, ranging from the Edo period (1603–1868) into modern times, finishing in the postwar years. A single pre-Meiji writer is treated in detail, German physician and botanist Philipp Franz von Siebold (1796–1866).

Ury Eppstein’s 1993 “The Stage Observed: Western Attitudes toward Japanese Theatre”10 is an academic article in noting the commentary, fragmentary as it is, of writers going back to Portuguese missionary Luis Frois (1532–1597). Eppstein focuses on the entire field of traditional Japanese theatre, not just kabuki, but he does provide the names and opinions of a tiny cadre of Edo-period foreigners who happened to see kabuki in the days before Commodore Matthew Perry’s American ships arrived: Englishman Richard Cocks (1566–1624), writing in English, and Swede Karl Peter Thunberg (1743–1828), writing in French. For some reason, Siebold, who wrote in German, is ignored.

Eppstein offers occasional excerpts and argues that most early writers held a narrow, Eurocentric attitude toward what they were describing, rather than seeking to understand the Japanese theatre from an insider’s perspective. Both Nakamura and Eppstein discuss a small number of writers covered in Meiji Kabuki; most are completely overlooked.

Similarly, Jean-Jacques Tschudin’s excellent French study, L’Eblouissement d’un Regard,11 offers a broad narrative about foreign writing on all forms of Japanese theatre, but with less than thirty pages devoted to the Meiji period.

There is also an online-only book, Tom Gally’s Japan as They Saw It,12 which actually is an anthology of sorts. Gally has gone into English-language, Meiji-period books to glean comments on a wide-ranging spectrum of topics: the country, the people, the culture, the economy, the government, nature, and places. It has no commentary at all but does provide a link to his selections on the Internet Archive site. Gally’s section on theatre provides eight excerpts, only one, by a woman traveler, Anna D’Almeida, of any value; that account is also in the present book, but the others are too brief, innocuous, or unconcerned with kabuki to be of interest.

Gally, as do I, expresses his gratitude to the Internet Archive, which has digitalized countless out-of-print, public domain books. The Gutenberg Project and the Hathi Trust are other invaluable online sources for many of the same books. Without them, this book would not have been possible. Further, many of my sources are also available in print-on-demand paperbacks or on commercial download platforms.

In addition to reading the primary sources from which these writings have been plucked, one can gain considerable insight into what Meiji Japan was like for Westerners from a small collection of often absorbing secondary sources. These include two books by Harold S. Williams, Tales of the Foreign Settlements in Japan13 and Foreigners in Mikadoland,14 two by Pat Barr, The Coming of the Barbarians15 and The Deer Park Pavilion,16 Hugh Cortazzi’s Victorians in Japan,17 Robert A. Rosenstone’s Mirror in the Shrine,18 and Christopher Benfey’s The Great Wave.19

As will be more fully covered in chapter 2, Japan was under the control of the Tokugawa shogunate (bakufu)—a military government centered in Edo (Tokyo from 1868)—from 1603 to 1867. In contrast, the powerless emperor and his court resided to the West in the official capital, Kyoto, not far from the important port city of Osaka. The region of these two metropolises was known by several names, such as Kamigata and Kansai. Edo, Kyoto, and Osaka were the chief theatre meccas of those pre-Meiji years, although theatre was often produced in other cities as well, mainly by traveling players. We may call it the Edo period, but during those years the kabuki of the Kamigata region was considered dominant;20 with the Meiji period, however, Edo/Tokyo quickly took the lead.

Aside from the small Dutch trading post of Deshima in the southern port city of Nagasaki, where only Dutch traders resided, Japan, after several years of edicts on the subject, slammed shut its doors to Westerners in the late 1630s. They were slightly opened again only when Perry sailed into Uruga Bay in 1853. It took several years after that, however, beginning with a return visit by Perry in 1854, before the flow of diplomats, militaries, opportunists, and adventurers were able to gain an actual foothold on Japanese soil.

From 1858, a foreign settlement began booming in the former fishing village of Yokohama, reachable by horseback, foot, or boat from Edo, which, at first, was off-limits to all but diplomats. Despite their minimal presence, the Dutch had managed to introduce a number of Western ideas into Japan’s closed society, but nothing like what transpired once the rush of foreigners was on. Their presence—desired by some, detested by others—was among the factors that led to the overthrow of the shogunate, and the revolution was generally known as the Meiji Restoration. This restored power to the imperial house, led by the teenage Mutsuhito (1852–1912), the Meiji emperor, who reigned supreme as something of a demigod until his death.

As summarized in chapter 2, during that remarkable half-century, the land of samurai and sumō welcomed an era of “Civilization and Enlightenment” (bunmei kaika) as it modernized at incredible speed, becoming a power of such might, despite its small size, that it defeated China in the first Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) and Russia in the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905). From a country that had long smarted from the West’s demeaning treatment under unequal treaty provisions, it emerged a world power that would continue to expand its geopolitical influence until its overreach resulted in ignominious defeat several decades later.

Meanwhile, as modern innovations brought the telegraph, steamboats, railroads, the telephone, industrialization, and the like to Japan, its theatres experienced many changes as well, but nothing as radical as what was going on in other facets of society. Foreign experts were being brought in by the boatload to advise on nearly every aspect of political, educational, scientific, artistic, and commercial life. However, the stage’s contact with the West remained largely in the hands of high-placed government officials, scholars, and businessmen who had traveled to the West, seen its theatres, and reported back to the theatrical leadership—chiefly the producer Morita Kan’ya XII (1846–1897) and the actor Ichikawa Danjūrō IX (1838–1903).

As many of this book’s entries demonstrate, Danjūrō stood as the era’s acting colossus, an artist deemed by one foreign theatregoer after the other to be not only Japan’s greatest actor but also one of the greatest in the world. He was renowned among foreigners as “the Henry Irving of Japan,” a nod to the British stage’s leading star, the first ever to be knighted. Danjūrō, Kan’ya, and others struggled to introduce innovations into an art form whose complex nature and dependence on an audience of traditionalists demanded that new ideas could be introduced only incrementally. The theatre was not a factory. It was one thing to attempt experimentation; it was another to convince audiences that the new was better than the old.

My purpose in Meiji Kabuki is to provide, with commentary, the reports of what a substantial number of Europeans, Australians, and Americans saw at kabuki, from the moment they arrived in post-Perry Japan to the end of the Meiji period.

Reading the entries—some very brief, others more fleshed out—in their mostly chronological succession, even when they repeat similar information, brings us back to a time when kabuki seemed to most visitors as more of a quaint, native way to spend a day in Japan than as a world-class artistic form. Only a few foreign theatregoers were able to perceive and convey its artistic significance; most, but not all, found it a pleasant enough diversion. Barely anyone failed to mention that a day at the theatre could last from dawn to dusk, or the equivalent. Many, in fact, admitted they themselves only remained for part of the show.

These selections allow us to share the experience of nineteenth-century travelers and residents encountering for the first time a theatre that was simultaneously strange and familiar. Each writer knows something of Western theatre, with which he or she frequently attempts to discover correspondences and differences, but not one—even the academics and Japanologists among them—is a Japanese theatre expert. In the few cases where they cite earlier writers, their sources prove to be others in this book and of less than sterling quality.

Now and then something in English by or translated from a Japanese writer of the period attempted to explain kabuki for foreign readers. I have come across three such examples, which I was going to include before I saw how thick the project was growing. And, of course, the basic aim of the book is to present foreign, not native, writing on kabuki.21

Some entries are superficial, some perceptive; moreover, opinions often differ. As the introductions and notes point out, there are many egregious mistakes as well as a few puzzling comments that cannot readily be corroborated. But all breathe with the lungs of those who feel privileged to be seeing something that most of their readers had never witnessed (and probably never would).

Following an introduction and a historical overview of Meiji kabuki, there are thirty-two chapters representing twenty-seven authors, several having multiple chapters because they were written in different years; the book attempts to maintain a chronological order. The entries are separated into separate decades, from the 1860s through the 1900s. Most entries have been trimmed to one degree or another, the excised material being summed up in italicized sections. Also, each decade ends with a “more from” chapter containing summaries of contributions by multiple other writers. An additional thirty-seven writers are thus represented, bringing the total to sixty-four. Several writers remain unidentifiable.

The main chapter writers include tourists, like Rev. George Smith, the British bishop of Hong Kong; an otherwise unknown British woman named Anna D’Almeida; and Marshall P. Wilder, an American actor and humorist. There are diplomats, like Britain’s Sir Rutherford Alcock and Sir Ernest Satow and Switzerland’s Aimé Humbert; expatriates residing in Japan because of family connections, like the teenaged Clara Whitney and the British diplomat’s wife Mary Crawford Fraser; a long-resident German physician, Dr. Erwin Baelz; academics like American zoologist and anthropologist Edward S. Morse, British Japanologists Basil Hall Chamberlain and Joseph H. Longford, British experimental psychologist George Trumbull Ladd, and British history professor Douglas Sladen; missionaries, like Arthur Lloyd; journalists, such as the Americans Edward H. House and Clarence Ludlow Brownell and English-born American citizen Robert P. Porter; female travel writers, like the American Eliza Ruhamah Scidmore and the British Isabella L. Bird; the American music critic Henry T. Finck and the British drama critic and world traveler Osman Edwards; and artists, like Australian painter and illustrator Mortimer Menpes and British painter Walter Tyndale.

Those whose writing has been condensed into “more from” chapters are equally diverse. A small number learned Japanese; most depended on translations and advice from Japanese friends. They preserved their impressions in the form of travelogue impressions, memoirs, encyclopedic books, diaries, journals, letters, and magazine articles. Wherever possible, each is more fully introduced at the head of their contributions.

Although, to the best of my knowledge, I have collected all the principal English writing on kabuki of the period, a more substantial amount than I expected when the project began, I admit that every time I thought I had completed my discoveries others continued to crop up. I began to worry that the book would never stop expanding. Then, just as I thought I was finished, I came across a lengthy essay that threatened even greater bloat. On closer inspection, however, it turned out to be nearly the same as a problematic essay written twenty years earlier, but without crediting the source!22 At that point, I ended my treasure hunting, allowing someone in the future to determine if I’d left any worthwhile stone unturned.

The writers collected here often discuss many things in common, such as what theatres and seating looked like; how audiences (especially children) behaved, including their eating, drinking, and smoking; what they made of the plays they were seeing; admission practices and prices; moral and ethical issues in the plays; the relationship between theatres and their adjoining teahouses; actors’ salaries; playwriting methods; stage conventions like curtains, the hanamichi, the revolving stage, the lighting, the black-robed stagehands; acting; scenery; realism; men playing women’s roles; music; costuming; and, most persistently, the inordinate length of performances, each reporter providing different start and finish times.

Among unusual contributions are several in-person encounters with the era’s greatest actor, Ichikawa Danjūrō IX, and the redoubtable politician-journalist-novelist-dramatist Fukuchi Ōchi (Gen’ichirō; 1841–1906), who had been abroad multiple times and spoke fluent English, a boon to foreign investigators.

Frustratingly, numerous writers, especially the early ones, ignore Japanese theatre terms, like hanamichi, play titles, and theatre names. Wherever possible I have provided the missing information or suggested likely possibilities. Although, as chapter 2 will explain, there were many star actors, the most notable, as mentioned above, being Ichikawa Danjūrō, referenced in many chapters. Less than a handful of his renowned costars get passing mention. Of the famous theatres mentioned, only the Shintomi-za and the Kabuki-za stand out, although there are one or two allusions to theatres like the Teikoku Gekijō and the Meiji-za. Moreover, search as you may, apart from my chapter introductions and notes, before getting to the later chapters, you will only rarely come across the word “kabuki” or its then even more common synonym shibai.

The general use of “kabuki” is actually a modern development. Although the word was around, of course, since the form was born—1603 being the traditional date—its conventional use was usually, although not exclusively, limited to references identifying it as a unique entity, as in books. Instead, kabuki was called shibai in common parlance. My New Kabuki Encyclopedia offers this definition:

Shibai 芝居 “On the grass,” a word that came to mean theatre, but is spelled with the characters for “grass” and “sit,” pointing to its origins in the practice of people sitting on the grass to watch sumō matches or theatrical performances, such as ennen and early nō, at shrines and temples. In the Edo period, it was applied to both performances (plays and acting) and playhouses, the latter sometimes called shibai goya (“theatre stall”).23 It also referred during the seventeenth century to the open air, inexpensive, casual audience seating area—later known as the doma—in front of the stage and between the sajiki (galleries). The word appeared in many terms, such as kabuki shibai (kabuki theatre), ningyō shibai (puppet theatre), shibai-e (theatre pictures), and shibai mono (theatre people). Because the word denoted low-class individuals, it gradually assumed pejorative connotations during the Meiji period (1868–1912). Before that, it was used more commonly than “kabuki” to refer to that theatre.24

In Osaka, major theatres had names like Kado no Shibai, Naka no Shibai, and so on. Even today, people often say they are going to the shibai instead of to the kabuki.

I have introduced each chapter with information about the author followed by commentary on various issues raised by their remarks. As previously noted, I have annotated each chapter with notes, filling in, wherever possible (which is not always), gaps in the narrative. Much attention is given to correcting mistakes or raising questions about unusual commentary. Many introductions will explain background developments in kabuki that were occurring at the time the chapters were written but were either ignored or only glancingly mentioned. Hopefully, they will help give a broader picture of Meiji kabuki than the chapters themselves afford.

These amateur revelations, some very brief, others more prolix, shine a spotlight on how foreign theatregoers responded to the experience of what had not yet become a world-renowned theatrical form. We see how often things people take for granted stand out when noticed by outsiders lacking preconceptions. The picture we get of kabuki between the first reactions, around 1860, and the last, a half-century later, shows us not only how much has changed since then but also how little. Anyone who has ever been in a kabuki theatre will immediately recognize the similarities but will at the same time experience what they would have if they had seen kabuki during Meiji. The more things change, the more they remain the same.

Note for readers: Nearly all spelling and punctuation remain as when these essays originally were published. Occasionally a [sic] has been introduced. This includes the multiple spellings of the same word, like the actor’s name Danjūrō: you will find not only that spelling but also Danjiro, Danjiuro, and so on, only rarely with macrons. Words are italicized (or not) or placed in quotation marks as in the original. In my introductions, most Japanese words are italicized, but kabuki is not.

Except where specifically noted, all endnotes are mine.
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Chapter 2

 A Brief Survey of Meiji Kabuki


All forms of Japanese performing arts were affected by the political events of the Meiji and pre-Meiji periods. The nō, in fact, having lost its samurai patronage, was in danger of disappearing. However, what follows is concerned only with kabuki, the popular theatre, which was much more a part of the daily life of people in the large urban centers than any other form of entertainment.

Kabuki (or its once more common designation, shibai) flourished during Meiji chiefly in the three principal cities of Tokyo, Kyoto, and Osaka (the latter two parts are of the Kamigata or Kansai region). There were, it should be noted, theatres in most sizable cities, but they were principally used either by strolling companies or by actors—often big stars—on tour from the large urban centers.

To cover Kamigata as well as Tokyo in this chapter would cause it to balloon, so Tokyo alone will be our focus in what is intended only as a broad outline of the vast subject of Meiji kabuki. It thus far has been treated in substantial detail in only one English-language source, and even there it is forced to share pages with all other significant forms of Japanese performing arts.1 Many additional details of theatre life and practice during the Meiji period, including the theatres’ interior and exterior appearance, their unique features, the behavior of audiences, important managerial practices, and the like, are contained in the writings that constitute the bulk of this book and in the often extensive introductions I have provided.


The Meiji Restoration

The Meiji Ishin (Meiji Restoration or, as some prefer, Meiji Renovation) refers to Japan’s great historical transition of the second half of the nineteenth century. Meiji means “Enlightened Rule” and Ishin implies a complete renewal of society after the bakumatsu period, that is, the late years of rule under the military government (bakufu) of the Tokugawa (or Edo) period (1603–1868). During the forty-four years of Meiji, Japan shifted from a feudal society of daimyō-ruled domains under the more or less centralized control of the shōgun, a military dictator, to a modern system overseen by Emperor Mutsuhito (1852–1912; usually referred to as the Meiji emperor or Emperor Meiji); he was sixteen when the Restoration occurred. The transition brought about major political, economic, social, and cultural changes.

Roughly speaking, the Meiji Restoration period refers to the years from the opening of Japan to the Satsuma Rebellion of 1877. That decade is approximately what most Japanese theatre scholars define as the first of the periods into which the history of Meiji kabuki is usually divided. Although there are other systems of division (one using “early, middle, and late”), the one used here considers four discrete periods: 1868–1878, ending with the inauguration of the rebuilt Shintomi-za, the era’s most prominent theatre; 1879–1889, ending with the construction of the even more important theatre, the Kabuki-za; 1890–1904, ending with the deaths of the three foremost Meiji actors, Ichikawa Danjūrō IX (1838–1903), Onoe Kikugorō V (1844–1903), and Ichikawa Sadanji (1842–1904); and 1905–1912, ending with the death of Mutsuhito and the beginning of the Taishō period (1912–1923). During the second two periods, kabuki was challenged by new forms of mainstream theatre, shinpa (beginning as sōshi shibai) and shingeki.

The major thrust toward the political coup represented by the Meiji Restoration may be said to have begun in 1853 when the “black ships” led by Commodore Perry arrived at Uruga and demanded that Japan, which had been closed to the West since the late 1630s—except for a small Dutch trading station in Nagasaki—be opened for trade and diplomatic and cultural interchange. Over the next few years, various treaties with Western powers were signed, allowing trade to flourish and foreign visitors to take up residence and inaugurate businesses, largely in Yokohama and nearby Kanagawa, but also at other so-called treaty ports. Those treaties, however, continued to be a thorn in Japanese sides because of their unequal trade provisions and the extraterritoriality enjoyed by foreign nations. One reason for Japan’s extraordinarily rapid modernization was its obsessive focus on demonstrating its equality with the Western powers so that the treaties could be revised.

Japan’s feudal government had been showing weakness for years, but until Perry arrived, none of the relatively frequent attempts of foreigners, the Russians, in particular, to open Japan succeeded. The liberation of trade and information now apparent inspired the overthrow of the shogunate, headquartered in Edo, and its replacement with the long-dormant imperial system of government, the court of which until now had existed in a moribund state in Kyoto. In 1867 Shōgun Tokugawa Yoshinobu (187–1913; a.k.a. Keiki), who had taken the position in 1866, agreed to step down and acknowledge the restoration of imperial rule. The new government took the name Meiji in September 1868. A year later, the imperial family moved from the palace in Kyoto to the shogun’s castle in the capital, now called Tokyo. The domain leaders relinquished their land and vassals to the imperial court.

With the abolition in 1871 of the feudal domains, and their replacement by prefectures, the old system was swept away and a unified nation was created in its place. In 1872 a compulsory education system was established; in 1873 an ordinance requiring military conscription was passed; a land tax was instituted, and various other Western-influenced reforms were introduced. Unrest, however, continued to embroil the nation, especially from the uprooted and soon abolished samurai class, which had lost its position at the top of a social hierarchy that abandoned the old Confucian class system of samurai, farmers, artisans, and merchants, in that descending order.

In 1877 the Satsuma Rebellion erupted, it being the final samurai uprising, under the charismatic leadership of Saigō Takamori (1828–1877), whose death brought it to an end. Dramatizations of his achievements and demise, and of the rebellion itself, soon inspired a number of Meiji plays. Between 1877 and 1878 the two other “heroes” of the Restoration, Kido Takayoshi (1833–1837) and Ōkubō Toshimichi (1830–1878), also died.

With Meiji, the sphere of foreign cultural influence shifted from China to the West. With the government aiming at creating a nation-state based on Western models, a railroad opened between Tokyo and Yokohama; mail service began; a telegraph system was installed; steamships made travel easier; newspapers and magazines began publication; banks were established; foreigners were allowed more freedom to explore the country; and a new currency was introduced, strengthening the national policy of enlightenment.

In 1871 the male population was asked to cut off its topknots, trim their hair short in the Western mode, and give up their swords. The word signifying the new hairstyle was zangiri atama (cropped head). It symbolized the slogan dominating the zeitgeist: Civilization and Enlightenment (bunmei kaika). Kabuki, influenced by these new phenomena, reflected the cultural practices coming into use with a genre called zangiri mono (cropped hair plays). A pioneering example was the 1872 adaptation of Englishman Samuel Smiles’s best-seller Self-Help, called Saikoku Risshi Hen in Japanese, and, at first, produced in rival versions in Kyoto. Many other Western originals, both novels and plays, would be transformed into Japanese dramas in the years to come.

A year later, one of Tokyo’s three main theatres, the Morita-za, produced a zangiri mono called Tōkyō Nichi Nichi Shinbun, its title using the name of an important newspaper. For the next decade, there would be great interest in such plays reflecting the changing customs of the times, although they were unable to cast off kabuki’s ingrained staging conventions. These plays, with their deliberate use of the new paraphernalia of everyday life, like bowler hats, umbrellas, pocket watches, raincoats, and the like, not to mention steamships and telegrams, were the specialty of Kikugorō V, one of the above-mentioned triumvirate simply known as Dan-Kiku-Sa.

Kabuki began to seek a higher social status than it enjoyed during the Edo period, when actors were considered non-people (hinin) and riverbed beggars (kawara kojiki). Such aspirations—part of a trend in which kabuki became not merely a form of entertainment, but a medium of education—were a major driving force in the career of Danjūrō IX, kabuki’s greatest actor, beloved by Japanese and foreigners alike, as this book’s writers demonstrate. Danjūrō’s efforts led him to become the intimate of the highest figures in Japan, something unthinkable when the Meiji period began. Still, as many of the writers in this volume insist, even in the late years of the period anti-actor prejudice persisted.

Danjūrō’s quest was closely aligned with his efforts on behalf of historically accurate plays, instead of the fanciful, often wildly exaggerated depictions familiar in countless history dramas (jidaimono). This new, antiquarian-based dramaturgy was called katsureki geki (living history plays) and was given academic support by the intelligentsia and production support by the chief Meiji impresario, Morita Kan’ya XII (1848–1897). These plays reached their peak around 1887 but eventually faded because audiences found them dull, pedantic, and undramatic. Danjūrō had stubbornly continued to do them, convinced of their importance, even in the face of growing audience disapproval. Eventually, in 1894, after sensing a change in the times instigated by the challenge embodied in the rising Western-influenced drama—first called sōshi shibai, then shin engeki, and eventually known as shinpa—he would focus on classical revivals, inspiring a golden age of such productions, often in tandem with Kikugorō.

Space does not permit extensive discussion of these enormously productive years, but it should be at least mentioned that among the great issues facing Japan during this period would be the efforts to convince the West to revise its unequal treaties; the People’s Rights Movement, tied to the demand for treaty revision, which called for a national deliberative assembly supporting democracy and civil rights; the closely related creation of the Diet in 1890; the promulgation a year earlier of a Western-influenced Constitution; and victory in two wars, first over China in the Sino-Japanese war of 1894–1895 and second over Russia in the Russo-Japanese war of 1904–1905. Within less than half a century, Japan, technologically, industrially, and politically so limited in 1868, had resolved its treaty issues and become the equal of the world’s greatest powers.



Kabuki: 1868–1878

Edo’s three great theatres (Edo Sanza)—the Nakamura-za, Ichimura-za, and Morita-za—were confined since 1842 by the government to a theatre street called Saruwaka-machi (or chō) in the then outlying, difficult-to-reach neighborhood of Asakusa, continued into the Meiji period. There also were two puppet theatres, the Satsuma-za and the Yūki-za, which moved from Asakusa even before the Morita-za. They were officially joined in 1873 by seven minor, formerly unlicensed venues—originating in the strictly limited, cheaply priced, shrine ground theatres (miyaji shibai) of the Tokugawa years—when the government expanded the number of licensed theatres. They were also allowed to operate in various parts of the city.

They came to be called “little theatres” (koshibai or shōgekijō) in contrast to the “big theatres” (ōshibai or daigekijō). Another name was “drop-curtain theatre” (donchō shibai) because they were forbidden from using such traditional kabuki appurtenances as draw-curtains (hikimaku), the hanamichi runway, or the revolving stage (mawari butai), about which much will be said in these pages.

One small theatre, the Kishō-za, would go through several stages and names before opening as one of Japan’s greatest big theatres, the Meiji-za, in 1893. Despite the legalization of the small theatres, they continued to be looked down on by those in the prestigious big theatres, and actors—the case of Ichikawa Ennosuke I (1855–1922) was famous2—were even disowned by the family guilds to which they belonged if they played for such theatres. Only a few gifted actors, like the maverick Ichikawa Kuzō (1836-–1911; later Danzō VII), did not care about such matters, acting wherever they liked, while still maintaining solid careers.

The first big change came in 1872 when Kan’ya, abandoning the old Tenpō-period (1830–1844) restrictions, moved the Morita-za from Asakusa to the heart of Tokyo in the Shintomi-chō neighborhood, not far from where the Kabuki-za still stands.3 In 1875 he called it the Shintomi-za; in 1876 it burned down; and, in 1878, when it was rebuilt as Japan’s most progressive playhouse, it used its reputation to cement its place as the representative theatre of the time in what came to be called the Shintomi-za Age, with Danjūrō its chief attraction.

Each theatre company was managed by a producer-proprietor called a zamoto (or zashu), an actor with a hereditary connection to his theatre, but typically more preoccupied with running the theatre than performing in it. In 1868, the Nakamura-za zamoto was Nakamura Kanzaburō XIII (1828–1895); at the Ichimura-za it was Ichimura Uzaemon XIII (who acted as Ichimura Kakitsu IV and, later, became the great Kikugorō V); at the Morita-za it was Kan’ya XII.

Each acting company was headed by a star manager (zagashira), who played male roles (tachiyaku), and a leading female-role specialist (tate onnagata). Women, banned from the stage in 1629, were still not permitted in mainstream kabuki; Meiji saw the formation of several all-female troupes. In 1868, the Nakamura-za’s zagashira was Bandō Hikosaburō V (1831–1877) and its tate onnagata was Iwai Shijaku II (1829–1882; later Hanshirō VIII); at the Ichimura-za these were Bandō Kamezō I (1800–1873) and Sawamura Tanosuke III (1845–1878) (figure 2.1); and at the Morita-za they were Nakamura Shikan IV (1831–1899) and Onoe Kikujirō II (1814–1875). Hikosaburō and Shikan (who played both male and female roles) were Tokyo’s most esteemed actors at the time.
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Figure 2.1 Sawamura Tanosuke III as the Geisha Okane. Source: Kabuki no Yonhyaku Nen.



A word about Tanosuke, considered the period’s most beautiful and talented onnagata: In March 1865, he starred in the title role of the Cinderella-like story Benizara Kakezara in which his character was tortured by her wicked stepmother by being hung from a pine tree. The rope broke; Tanosuke fell and hurt his leg, and gangrene set in. Over several years, the remarkable American doctor James Curtis Hepburn (1815–1911) amputated his hands and feet, but concessions were devised so he could keep acting. He lost his mind and died at thirty-three. Tanosuke’s life typified the devotion of kabuki actors who, regardless of illness or injury, continued to act, even if it meant dying on stage, which was not as rare an occurrence as one might think.

Other top actors of the decade, most of whom died in the 1870s, included Ichikawa Danzō VI (1800–1871), Seki Sanjūrō III (1805–1870), Ichikawa Monnosuke V (1821–1878), Sawamura Tosshō (1838–1876; later Suketakaya Takasuke IV), and Ichikawa Metora I (1853–1879), the latter four all onnagata.

Despite the slow business, the chaos surrounding the Meiji Restoration barely disrupted theatrical production. Various adjustments, such as lower prices, theatres offering joint productions by two companies, or theatre name changes, as when the Ichimura-za briefly became the Murayama-za in 1872, were made to avoid closing up shop.

A serious setback occurred in that fateful year of 1868 when Kawarasaki (or Kawarazaki) Gonnosuke VI, actor-manager of the then moribund Kawarasaki-za, was murdered by robbers. The Kawarasaki-za had been the alternate theatre (hikae yagura) for the Morita-za during the Edo period, allowed to operate only when the Morita-za could not afford to remain open; as it happened, this was often. Gonnosuke VI, who would be succeeded by his adopted son (who became Gonnosuke VII and then Danjūrō IX), had been seeking a permit to reopen it and add a fourth legal theatre when he died. He had begun petitioning to have his theatre operate away from Asakusa as early as 1867, five years before Kan’ya’s revolutionary move of the Morita-za to Shintomi-chō.

With the increase in the number of theatres, producing plays became increasingly cutthroat, and rivalries between theatres and actors grew intense, with constant poaching going on. This disrupted the traditional pattern of yearly contracts with actors, who increasingly became freelancers, although some actors remained relatively loyal to particular managements. Moreover, actors in demand often played at two theatres in the same month, a practice called kakemochi, rushing from one to the other as they sought to pad their incomes, which steadily increased during the period. On occasion, a star might even play at three theatres in a month.4

Early on, the average run lasted forty-two days, but over time this varied greatly, with long runs growing into the eighties and flops closing in a week or two. In general, though, most runs comprised a month or so of performances, not unlike the cast today.

As the many references in this book reveal, a day at the theatre was just that, a day at the theatre, although the starting time and number of hours kept changing. Still, a dozen hours or so was common until late in the period, when the government limited performances to eight hours. As several in this book confess, some visitors came and went when they pleased, not staying throughout, but one writer insists that the only way to understand Japanese theatre was to go early and stay late, seeing everything on the bill. Unlike today’s Kabuki-za scheduling, which presents a new program every month, a viable Meiji venue normally offered five or six productions a year, giving actors more time off, or time to tour, than now. Theatres in financial distress, however, might only offer two or three shows in a season.

Few participants in Meiji theatre were as active in moving it into the modern world as Kan’ya, who appears many times in this volume. He made sure that the Morita-za he built in Shintomi-chō included what were, for the time, the most advanced features, including fireproofing (or what passed for it). He also discarded various customs he considered out of keeping with the times, like the security guards called tomeba. He was determined as well to break with the patronage groups on which theatres depended; when he moved to Shintomi-chō without consulting with the powerful fishmongers’ group, the Uogashi, he was beaten up, and his star actor, the future Danjūrō (who took that name in 1874), was forced to quit. When he thought it financially appropriate, in 1875, he reorganized the Morita-za as a joint-stock company, calling it the Shintomi-za.

He was hard-nosed in securing the top actors and was a big spender on productions. He made his theatres appealing enough, including the provision of a Western-style seating section for foreigners or theatregoers in Western clothes. Until disillusionment set in, he was infatuated with everything Western, even giving up soy sauce in favor of salt. He had a string of lucrative successes, with actors like Dan-Kiku-Sa on his team, but not all his decisions were wise. In 1879, for example, a failed production, described by the precocious, teenaged Clara Whitney, which included actors speaking in English, cost him 20,000 yen and nearly proved his Waterloo.

Danjūrō, for all his artistic magnificence, was himself in such deep debt in the early 1870s that he was reduced to wearing a flimsy kimono in winter and to touring the provinces to escape his creditors. But when he joined up again with Kan’ya, especially at the rebuilt 1878 Shintomi-za, he quickly established himself as the nation’s top star. He and Kan’ya shared a strong passion for reform, something that the government had begun demanding in 1872. On more than one occasion that year, leading theatre figures—managers, actors, and playwrights—were summoned by officials who, inspired by reports of Japanese elites returning from abroad, told them to cleanse the theatre of obscenity and produce plays with educational values commensurate with Western theatre. A major slogan was kanzen chōaku (promote good and punish evil).

And, to Danjūrō’s approval, the government wanted history to be treated truthfully, including the previously forbidden use of real names; Hashiba Hideyoshi could no longer be called Mashiba Hisayoshi, or Oda Nobunaga be Oda Harunaga. Nevertheless, when the old plays were revived, the standard names remained (Ōboshi Yuranosuke in Chūshingura was not revised to Ōishi Kuranosuke). New plays, although not always, used real names.

An important dramatic stimulus arrived with the previously mentioned Satsuma Rebellion of 1877, in which Saigō Takamori’s samurai army was roundly defeated by imperial conscripts. Suddenly, the theatre became a place—like dramatized reportage—to present scenes from the war. The play, based on battleground information supplied to the preeminent playwright, Kawatake Shinshichi II (1816–1893; later Mokuami) was called Okige no Kumo Harau Asagochi and was staged at Kan’ya’s Shintomi-za, with Danjūrō as the late Saigō. It made so much money it enabled Kan’ya, ensconced at a temporary location following the Shintomi-za’s 1875 conflagration, to rebuild his beloved playhouse as the closest thing yet to what a modern theatre was like. This was, in addition, perhaps the earliest play to employ the creative and academic input of non-theatre individuals, something that would gradually become a major innovation of Meiji, culminating in the 1890s with the writing of kabuki plays by writers outside the resident playwright system.

Also of great significance in inspiring the new theatre, which Kan’ya dreamed would be subsidized by the imperial government, was a meeting held in April 1878 at the home of Matsuda Michiyuki (1839–1882), an important statesman. It was attended not only by Danjūrō, Kan’ya, and the leading actors Nakamura Sōjūrō II (1835–1889; the “Kamigata Danjūrō”), Nakamura Nakazō III (1800–1886), and Kikugorō but also by important intellectuals and government officials, among them the powerful statesman Itō Hirobumi (1841–1909) and the scholar-writer Yoda Gakkai (1833?–1909), both of whom would continue to play important roles in the evolution of Meiji kabuki.



1879 –1889

The dividing line between our first and second periods of Meiji kabuki is the opening of the new, gas-lit Shintomi-za in June 1878. In her chapter, world traveler Isabel L. Bird offers an eyewitness account of the famously significant inauguration, albeit with some unexpected caveats.

Several months later, in August 1878, the Shintomi-za—influenced by reports of French theatre practice—instituted the radical innovation of evening performances, made possible by the new gas lighting with which Kan’ya equipped his theatre. These shows ran from five to eleven o’clock. Two months afterward, a history play starring Danjūrō working in his antiquarian mode earned the label of “living history” (katsurekishi, soon shortened to katsureki) from popular writer and journalist Kanagaki Robun (1821–1894), and the term stuck. It was not, however, the first of Danjūrō’s efforts in this vein, all of them written by Kawatake Shinshichi II (1816–1893; better known by his later name of Mokuami). Mokuami was a specialist in domestic dramas who, lacking a firm education, felt uncomfortable writing historically accurate history plays. As we shall see, Fukuchi Ōchi (1841–1906; a.k.a. Fukuchi Gen’ichirō) would replace Mokuami in the 1890s as Danjūrō’s personal playwright.

Mokuami, kabuki’s most prolific writer (something like 360 plays), also was responsible for the other new genre, mentioned above, zangiri mono, an important example of which was done in 1879. It was Ningen Banji Kane no Yo no Naka, directly based on British writer Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s 1840 comedy, Money. The play was an example of the kind of dramatic adaptation called hon’an (as opposed to honyaku, or translation) that would fill many Meiji stages. These transformed the original Western material—including Shakespeare—into Japanese characters and circumstances, using Japanese character names. They did the latter, in fact, even when the action was set in the West. Another novelty thought up by Kan’ya was the inclusion of nearly three dozen Dutchmen in the performance. Dr. Erwin Baelz, an expatriate German physician, saw the production and left his positive reaction in one of our chapters.

Between 1879 and 1889, Kikugorō starred in nine zangiri mono. Despite the intent to move kabuki into the modern world by using modern props and costumes, however, zangiri plays were no more than dressed-up versions of traditional kabuki, using the same conventional themes and methods, including dialogue in the standard shichi-go-chō (seven-five) meter, the old-fashioned musical/narrative accompaniments, and stylized mie poses. As with katsureki, very few plays, among them Shima Chidori (1881), remained in the repertory.

The Shintomi-za soon became the theatrical destination of choice for foreign nobles, diplomats, and presidents, including Gen. Ulysses S. Grant, whose 1879 visit is described in detail in one of Clara Whitney’s chapters. But things took a turn for the worse when Kan’ya produced Hyōryū Kidan Seiyō Kabuki, a play incorporating professional foreign performers; it, too, is thoroughly outlined by Miss Whitney, who actually liked it. Kan’ya, suffering a big financial loss, softened on all things Western as he struggled to pay off his debts. Nevertheless, the Shintomi-za had some big hits, especially when Dan-Kiku-Sa was available, into the early 1880s. It survived unsteadily for several more decades, but not always with the same name, eventually dropping to the position of a second-tier venue.

The 1880s saw the increasing ascendancy of Dan-Kiku-Sa, each of whom could play both men and women, although Danjūrō was generally considered the most brilliantly versatile. Even in his late fifties, he was admired for how truthfully he captured the physical and emotional nature of a sixteen-year-old girl. Readers will acquire a good understanding of the esteem in which foreign theatregoers held him, to the extent that he was frequently called “the Henry Irving of Japan,” an allusion to the greatest British star of those years. There are, in fact, so many resemblances between the actors that I once wrote a study comparing them.5

Danjūrō’s acting was as progressive in its way as was his dedication to authentic costumes, behavior, and speech in his katsureki plays, an approach that involved consultations with renowned antiquarians. These practices occasionally earned him criticisms in the press. There also were times when he clashed with his fellow actors over his insistence on authenticity and their adherence to tradition. Even in the classics, he did extensive research that led to interpretive breakthroughs. One critic called his insertion of historical accuracy into traditional dramas “quasi-living history” (jun katsureki).

Danjūrō developed a restrained, interiorized style of acting called haragei, which appears to have influenced kabuki acting in general, at least in the degree to which actors even in stylized plays sought sincerity and honesty in their roles. One of his most discussed innovations in the interests of realism, first used in 1871, was the elimination of the wooden clappers (ki) to rhythmically mark the end of an act and the closing of the curtain. This kinashi or “no-ki” approach was considered revolutionary, although, in fact, the familiar use of the ki was retained for the traditional repertory.

Danjūrō, acting out of piety for his late adoptive father, tried reviving the Kawarasaki-za, which at one point required changing its name to the Shinbori-za, but the effort failed. It also contributed greatly to the mountain of debts that forced him to leave Tokyo to avoid his creditors.

Kikugorō also was renowned for the care with which he composed his characters, even going so far as to study the professions of the people he played—a cormorant fisher, for example—so he could be as believable as possible. Both actors sought the same kind of inner belief later explored in the West through the work of the Russian actor and director, Konstantin Stanislavsky. However, unlike Danjūrō, who existed on a plane of moral and artistic loftiness, Kikugorō was more in tune with the common man, his famous roles of thieves, laborers, and geisha, in plays crafted by Mokuami, contrasting vividly with the noble statesmen and samurai associated with his friendly rival.

Among the many references to Danjūrō in this book—which are not without contradictions—are several interviews. Dr. Baelz’s loving memories of the recently deceased actor, recorded in his diary, are also here.

The 1879–1889 years were packed with important events and individuals. Here, however, we can touch briefly on only a small number: the national surge of reformism that led to a theatrical reform movement (engeki kairyō undō); the epochal performance of kabuki for the imperial family; and the opening of the Kabuki-za.

The passion for reform along Western lines, most of it related to the need to demonstrate why Japan deserved to have its treaties revised, affected every aspect of life. One outgrowth was the construction in 1883 of a splendid assembly hall called the Rokumeikan (Deer Cry Pavilion), where Japanese elites could display at banquets and balls how Westernized they were, giving rise to the “Rokumeikan Age.”

The word for “reform,” kairyō, was attached to every sphere, such as clothing, food and drink, homes, education, writing, language, novels, religion, schools, manners, newspapers, law, women, hairstyles, account books, government officials, theatre, sumō, speeches, machines, companies, pharmacies, city divisions, clogs, baths, parks, inns, brothels, music, and even garbage pails. Thus were formed compound words like engeki kairyō, or “theatrical reform.”

The 1880s saw the push to make the theatre not simply as a place of entertainment but a site for the social relaxation of the upper classes, the way theatre, reportedly, was used abroad. This led in 1886 to the formalization of such concerns in the Theatre Reform Society (Engeki Kairyō Kai), a government-supported organization created by a group of twenty-three men, mainly academics, led by Prime Minister Itō Hirobumi’s Cambridge-educated son-in-law, Suematsu Kenchō (1855–1920; a.k.a. Norizumi).6 None of the members or supporters were theatre people, however, although Danjūrō—the reformists’ ideal actor—showed up at an important speech by Suematsu. Its three chief objectives were the creation of excellent new plays, the raising of playwrights’ status, and the construction of a new theatre along Western lines, one suitable for all forms of entertainment, from drama to concerts, and worthy of performances by foreign artists.

Newspapers and magazines were filled with essays, pro and con, on theatre reform, and activists offered public lectures on the subject. Reformers called for plays to be written by respected litterateurs; abandonment of traditional musical/narrative accompaniment; getting rid of the black-robed stage assistants (kurombo or kurogo); the introduction of actresses; elevating the tone of acting to a “spiritual” plane; adapting Western dramas to reflect Japanese characters and situations; a three-story brick theatre with Western seating and no hanamichi; the abolition of the adjoining teahouses that sold tickets, served refreshments, and provided specialized ushers, but also were deemed a nuisance that increased patrons’ expenses, and so on. There was also disapproval of the need to always reward virtue and chastise evil or to be overly concerned with historical facts. Some ideas were welcomed, and others received pushback.

The great literary theorist, novelist, and scholar, Tsubouchi Shōyō (1859–1935), who would soon write a series of revolutionary history dramas that would bridge the gap between traditional kabuki and the new age, had serious reservations about some the of ideas proposed. His fundamental argument was that the effort to use theatre as a force for enlightenment should not interfere with its function to entertain or serve as a place of beauty.

The element that gained the most discussion was the construction of a modern theatre. This, though, would have to wait a quarter of a century before being realized. The 1889 building of the Kabuki-za (figure 2.2), originally to be called the Kairyō Gekijō or Kairyō-za (Reform Theatre), was not what the reformers were looking for, as, despite its Western exterior, British architect Joseph Conder had designed its inside as a fancier version of a traditional playhouse in which audiences continued to sit on the floor. Even when it was thoroughly renovated in 1911, with a purely Japanese exterior, it remained old-fashioned inside. The kind of fully Western theatre Suematsu and his cohorts sought did not come until shortly before Meiji ended.
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Figure 2.2 The Kabuki-za, 1889. Source: Kabuki-za Hyakunen-Shi.



The early reformers were strongly criticized not only by Tsubouchi but also by leading figures like educator Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835–1901) and novelist-playwright Mori Ōgai (1862–1922). One immediate result of the Theatre Reform Society’s activity was the public reading in October 1886 of a new play by Yoda Gakkai and Kawajiri Hōkin (1842–1910; a.k.a. Hōgin, Hōshin), Yoshino Shui Meika no Homare, a history play about a loyal samurai. Danjūrō and Kan’ya joined the reformists there because it was thought they might want to produce it at the Shintomi-za. It used high-flown language, including many Chinese words, and abandoned traditional meter. It also placed a katsureki emphasis on things like having an actor on horseback shoot an arrow as per how such things were in the distant past. Otherwise, it was little different from other kabuki plays and was readily rejected.

Soon there would be new groups attempting to institute reform. One was the Society for the Betterment of the Entertainments (Engei Kyōfukai), created in 1888, into which the Theatre Reform Society was merged. Seeking mainly to elevate the social level of those attending kabuki, it presented several programs designed to accomplish this. In 1889 the organization morphed into the Japan Entertainments’ Society (Nihon Engei Kyōkai), with divisions for “literature,” with writers such as Tsubouchi and Mokuami; “technique,” its members including Danjūrō; and “production,” led by Kan’ya. These groups used the word engei (performing arts or entertainments) instead of engeki (theatre) to represent their broader scope. Anything from dance to musical performance to drama to storytelling fell within their range. However, nothing much came from them other than several potpourri programs, and the Japan Entertainments Society died in 1891.

The reform movement did a particularly important event during the decade when arrangements were successfully carried out for the presentation of kabuki before the imperial family. This epic-making event, called tenran geki, or imperial theatre viewing, did more than anything to raise the status of the theatre in the eyes of the general public, even more than the increasing number of distinguished foreigners (like President Grant) deigning to attend the Shintomi-za at Kan’ya’s invitation. There already had been special imperial viewings of sumō and nō, and now—with an imperial viewing of kabuki in the early seventeenth century as a precedent—it was deemed appropriate for the imperial family to see kabuki. It took place over four days in 1887 on the grounds of the Azabu mansion of Foreign Minister Inoue (1835–1915), who was celebrating the construction of a new teahouse. Kan’ya produced the event, Dan-Kiku-Sa topped a company of the best Tokyo actors, and the plays were performed on a reduced-size stage with a limited hanamichi.

Each day provided a different program, along with banquets. The emperor and various nobles and officials attended on day one, the empress and high-ranking court women on day two, diplomats on day three, and the empress dowager and her associates on day four. For these dignitaries to deign to look upon the once lowly riverbed beggars was a matter of great historical weight for the theatre, not unlike Queen Victoria’s 1895 knighting of Sir Henry Irving, the first British thespian so honored.

Another highly significant feature of the decade was the establishment of plays adapted for kabuki performance from the nō and kyōgen repertories. There had long been a feeling among artists of those venerable arts that kabuki was too far beneath them to allow for interaction. Kabuki actors wanting to receive advice or costumes to perform adaptations were barely tolerated when not simply ignored.

But with the elimination of their daimyō patrons following the Meiji Restoration, some nō and kyōgen actors became more accommodating, helping kabuki produce a series of works closely modeled on their originals, including stage sets that reflected, on a much larger scale, the appearance of nō stages, albeit using the hanamichi instead of nō’s hashigakari bridgeway. Large kabuki orchestras with multiple singers replaced nō’s small orchestra of three or four. And the exquisite costumes were often authentic, borrowed, or purchased from their nō performers, now often in need of funds. Danjūrō was especially successful in acquiring such treasures.

Some adaptations were less literal in their approaches, but those that clearly made their origins apparent by their use of a rear wall painted with a pine tree were called matsubame mono, or “pine-board plays.” Both types made the old plays more accessible to the masses, which had only rare opportunities to see the originals.

The first such work, Kanjinchō, was created in 1840 by Danjūrō VII, who had to beg for his costumes, but during Meiji these dance plays, usually starring Danjūrō IX or Kikugorō V, became much more common. Among the best of those created in the 1880s were Funa Benkei (1885), Tsurigitsune (1882), and Tsuchigumo (1881). New examples were added in the later Meiji years.

The last major landmark of the decade was the already mentioned building of the Kabuki-za in 1889. This theatre, which has gone through five ­incarnations at the same location, was erected in Kobiki-chō, near the Ginza, with financial support by moneylender Chiba Katsugorō (1803–1903), and managerial ambition by the above-mentioned Fukuchi Ōchi (figure 2.3), politician, journalist, and prolific novelist, who had been abroad four times, seen much foreign theatre, and spoke fluent English. This book contains rare interviews with him.
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Figure 2.3 Fukuchi Ōchi (Gen’ichirō). Source: Kabuki no Yonhyaku Nen.



The new theatre was founded not as a base for traditional kabuki but as an advanced, modern, innovative enterprise designed to raise Japanese theatre to a level comparable to theatre in the West, something happening in almost every other area of Japanese life at the time. No kabuki theatre had ever had a name other than that of its place or proprietor. Naming it the Kabuki-za was radical and made the word kabuki more widespread than ever as a way of designating the genre, which, as we have seen, the average citizen called shibai. It also formalized the spelling of kabuki, which previously had been written 歌舞妓, meaning song, dance, and prostitute. That was now changed so that the last character (伎) was for “skill.” The original meaning of kabuki, though, had nothing to do with these words, having been derived from the word kabuku, denoting that something was offbeat or slanted.

After friction arose between him and Chiba, Ōchi soon gave up managing and focused on replacing Mokuami, with whom he also caused a rupture, as the chief playwright for Danjūrō and the Kabuki-za.

The Kabuki-za represented a huge threat to Kan’ya, who, during the 1880s, kept getting deeper into debt, although he continued to be active. He did whatever he could, even changing the Shintomi-za’s name for a time to the Saruwaka-za to keep it from disappearing. He lost most of his best actors, although Sadanji stayed with him until the pair had a tiff and Sadanji left his employ.

Now, with the Kabuki-za representing an existential threat to the Shintomi-za’s survival, Kan’ya tried to prevent it from acquiring leading actors by assembling his and the city’s three other principal theatres—the Nakamura-za, the Ichimura-za, and the Chitose-za (later the Meiji-za)—into the Four Theatre League (Yonza Dōmei). Under his insistence, they signed an agreement to block the new challenger from hiring any of their actors for six years; even the actors were pressured into agreeing. Ultimately, however, as one of the more cynical actors predicted, it was Kan’ya who abrogated the deal when Chiba offered him a suitable payoff involving both money and a say—which proved short-lived—in the Kabuki-za’s management.

The Kabuki-za opened on November 12, 1889, inaugurating a new period in the modernization of kabuki theatre. It would dominate kabuki to this day. Also of great significance during the same year was the formation of the Tokyo Actors’ Union (Tōkyō Haiyū Kumiai) in February, one week before the promulgation of the Constitution. Danjūrō was elected president, and the vice-presidents were Sadanji and Kikugorō. It was chiefly concerned with the ranking of actors, the payment of their taxes, and so forth.

The previous year, Danjūrō had organized an Ichikawa family line organization called the Mimasu Society (Mimasu Kai). Mimasu was a family name based on the word for three square measures of sake placed one inside the other that formed the iconic Danjūrō logo (mon) or crest. It was a kind of Actors Welfare Society designed to encourage acting and help out in times of emergency. And a year before that, there was the establishment of a copyright law for plays and music. All of these advancements helped actors raise their social positions and self-respect and also bring respect to playwrights.

Among the rising stars of the 1880s, whose careers extended into the next period, were the onnagata Bandō Shūchō II (1848–1901), Iwai Matsunosuke IV (1857–1906), Sawamura Gennosuke IV (1859–1936), and Ichikawa Metora II (1862–1914; later Monnosuke VI). Nakamura Fukusuke IV (later Shikan V and Utaemon V), son of Shikan IV, played both male and female roles but would be best remembered for the latter. He eventually became one of kabuki’s most important artists. In addition to stars like the above-mentioned Sōjūrō II, Osaka contributed Jitsukawa Enjaku I (1831–1885; the “Kansai Kikugorō”), Ichikawa Udanji (1844–1916; later Sainyū, half-brother of Sadanji I), Arashi Rikan IV (1837–1894), and Nakamura Kanjaku III (1841–1881).



1890 –1904

The following fourteen years were dominated by two theatres, the Kabuki-za7 and the Meiji-za, in Hisamatsu-chō. The latter, after a long history under a succession of different names (its previous one being the Chitose-za), was rebuilt as a high-toned institution in 1893, equal in stature to the Kabuki-za. Before long, the Kabuki-za inspired new theatres in other cities, including Kyoto and Osaka, to use the same name, preceded by that of the city, like the Ōsaka Kabuki-za.

Tokyo was growing and spreading rapidly, which was why, in August 1890, the regulations were changed so that ten large theatres were allowed along with twelve small ones. This rapidly increased the competitive nature of what was already a ruthless business. Hit productions were treated as victories over rival theatres actors vied for salary, recognition, and position; and managers used sneaky tactics to gain advantages. Japanese theatre was not that much different from a professional sports league.

Another innovation appeared in 1890 when the long-standing practice of preventing male and female actors from appearing together was abandoned, although it would be years before it became common practice.

Chiba and Ōchi were soon at odds, the money man principally concerned with profits, the intellectual and would-be playwright with artistic progress. Revisions made by Ōchi to a Mokuami play on the Kabuki-za’s opening program so irritated the great dramatist that he wrote no new plays for the theatre before his 1893 passing. Further, midway through the July 1890 program, Chiba blew up when the theatre’s debts led creditors to threaten seizure of its receipts. Eventually, Ōchi sold his rights to Chiba, who became the sole manager. At the same time, he followed the advice of Tamura Nariyoshi (1851–1920)—one of the leading producers of early twentieth-century kabuki—to put Kan’ya in charge of production while Ōchi confined himself to playwriting.

Chiba, having had enough of management, resigned in 1895, when he sold the theatre. He was succeeded by Inoue Takejirō, under whom it became a joint-stock company in 1896. Thus began a series of leadership changes that would continue until, shortly after Meiji ended, the Kabuki-za was acquired by the ambitious young production company then called Matsutake, but eventually known as the powerful media conglomerate called Shōchiku, discussed below.

Ōchi, writing almost exclusively for Danjūrō, did not receive strong critical respect for his plays, which were mainly historically oriented, like Kasuga no Tsubone and Kyōkaku Harusame Gasa, both successes, but his productivity—thirty-six plays in thirteen years, all but ten for Danjūrō—was impressive. Some works, including the dance play Kagami Jishi, remain popular parts of the repertory. And he freely revised old plays, like those of Chikamatsu Monzaemon, although some thought he went too far.

One of the most resonant developments of these fourteen years was the creation of what many came to call the new theatre (shin engeki). The outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War in 1894 led to a surging interest in realistic, jingoistic war plays growing out of attempts to establish a new form of theatre. Originated in 1888 in Osaka by student political activist (sōshi) Sudō Sadanori (1867–1907) as a form of political drama (sōshi shibai), the new theatre—eventually known as shinpa—began to catch on seriously with the productions of actor-producer Kawakami Otojirō (1864–1911). Kawakami’s war plays, closely reflecting actual conditions, were a big success, one that Danjūrō and Kikugorō failed to emulate with their own war plays.

In 1895 Kawakami performed successfully on the Kabuki-za stage. Afterward, Danjūrō, disgusted that such an interloper had sullied his space, refused to return to the Kabuki-za until the cypress-wood stage floor, which kabuki actors considered sacred, was scraped clean. A compromise was reached when the stage was scrubbed with lye. Danjūrō now decided to honor that stage by returning to the classics, and his shared success at such plays with Kikugorō marked their declining years. It also set for posterity many of the traditional methods (kata) still used in productions of those plays.

The inclusion of Sadanji, originally from Kamigata, in the triumvirate of Dan-Kiku-Sa placed him near the top of kabuki rank and power. He truly came into his own in the 1890s when he took over as zamoto and zagashira at the new Meiji-za. He only rarely appeared at the Kabuki-za. Like Danjūrō and Kikugorō, his successes of the previous two decades were largely supplied by Mokuami. Until he felt betrayed by Kan’ya in 1891, he and the famous producer had a close relationship, mainly at the Shintomi-za.

With Mokuami gone, Sadanji’s chief playwright was Mokuami’s disciple, Takeshiba Kisui (1847–1923), many of his works being adaptations of contemporary novels. But Sadanji also was open to plays from literary figures outside the world of resident dramatists, like critic Matsui Shōyō (1870–1933; a.k.a. Shōō). His Aku Genta, which premiered in 1899, is often considered the first produced kabuki play by an outsider, although there are others also considered worthy of that honor. Even Fukuchi Ōchi might claim the title, as he came to kabuki from politics and journalism.

To be sure, these outsiders, the most successful including Oka Onitarō (1872–1943) and Okamoto Kidō (1872–1939), among others, were often greeted with malicious jealousy by the old guard writers. The most admired of the new ones, Tsubouchi Shōyō, had to wait years after publishing his first plays before seeing them on stage.

Another superb veteran actor who came into his own in the 1890s was Ichikawa Kuzō (or Kyūzō), whose maverick nature kept him from the stardom he deserved for much of his career. Instead of remaining at the premier venues, he chose instead to spend years touring the provinces or playing at secondary venues, but, in the 1890s and 1910s, he achieved renown in Tokyo at various theatres. In 1897 he took the name Ichikawa Danzō VII. An adherent of old-style acting, he was especially noteworthy as history-play villains in plays like Chūshingura and Meiboku Sendai Hagi.



1905 –1912

The deaths of Danjūrō and Kikugorō in 1903 and Sadanji in 1904 put a decisive end to a brilliant epoch, one it was widely feared kabuki would not long survive. The three years following Sadanji’s passing were especially difficult, as no actor was yet sufficiently powerful or popular enough to fill the gap left by the absence of Dan-Kiku-Sa. And, lacking an actor son (a businessman had married one of his daughters), Danjūrō had no immediate successors, which would remain the case until 1956, over half a century, when his son-in-law became Danjūrō X posthumously. It was, however, only a matter of time before several actors would step up and help right the foundering ship.

During the final years of Meiji, Nakamura Shikan V (later Utaemon V) would ascend to the top of the heap; giant steps would be taken by Kikugorō’s adopted son, Onoe Baikō VI (1870–1934); Ichikawa Komazō VIII (1870–1949) would become Matsumoto Kōshirō VII in 1911; Osaka stars Nakamura Ganjirō I (1860–1935) and Kataoka Gatō (1857–1934; who took the name Nizaemon XI in 1907) would become Tokyo favorites; Ichikawa Yaozō VII (1860–1936; later Chūsha VII) would make major strides; Ichikawa Ennosuke II (1888–1963) would find stardom; young actors Nakamura Kichiemon I (1886–1954), first noticed in a children’s company, and Kikugorō VI (1885–1949), son of Kikugorō V, would initiate the Kiku-Kichi Age (a.k.a. Ichimura-za Age; 1908–1921) at the Ichimura-za under the genius of Tamura Nariyoshi (1851–1920); and other talented young actors like Onoe Matsusuke IV (1843–1928), Bandō Mitsugorō VII (1882–1961), Morita Kan’ya XIII (1885–1932), Ichimura Uzaemon XV (1874–1945), Sawamura Tosshō III (1875–1949; later Sawamura Sōjūrō VII), and too many others to name here would begin making the impact that would carry them to stardom in the Taishō (1912–1926) and Shōwa (1926–1989) eras.

During this time Sadanji’s son, Ichikawa Enshō, would become Sadanji II (1880–1940) in 1905. A year later, accompanied by playwright Matsui Shōō, he would travel to study in Europe before returning in 1907 to run the Meiji-za along Western lines and simultaneously found the Jiyū Gekijō (Free Theatre), an experimental modern company.

These enormously fecund seven years would also witness the inflation and deflation of shinpa; the growing renown of shinpa pioneer Kawakami Otojirō and his geisha wife, Kawakami Sadayakko (1871–1946), following multiple foreign tours in which they brought international awareness to Japanese theatre (albeit in a bastardized form); the rapid increase in number and quality of plays by outsiders; the establishment of new companies, like Tsubouchi’s Bungei Kyōkai (Literary Society) and the above-mentioned Sadanji II’s Jiyū Gekijō (Free Theatre), doing Western plays, from Shakespeare to Ibsen to Maeterlinck, in the genre called shingeki; the success of Tsubouchi’s Shakespeare-influenced crossover dramas, widely considered the first shin kabuki or “new kabuki” works, which modernized history drama by offering psychologically deep character portrayals; the difficult, sometimes violent, fight to institute managerial reforms, like the introduction of reserved seating and the banishment of the theatre teahouses (shibai jaya); the thorough renovation of the Kabuki-za in 1907, followed in 1911 by an even more thorough do-over from a Western exterior to a Japanese one; the creation of the Tokyo Theatre Association (Tōkyō Gekijō Kumiai) in 1910, in which eighteen theatres agreed to prevent poaching actors without permission, done to prevent such behavior from the soon-to-open Teikoku Gekijō (figure 2.4); and the building in 1911 of that white, French Renaissance-style building, replete with chair seating, preceded in 1908 by the Western-style Yūraku-za, used more for other forms of modern performance than for kabuki.
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Figure 2.4 The Teikoku Gekijō (Imperial Theatre), 1911. Source: Kabuki-za Hyakunen-Shi.



Also notable was the growing acceptance of actresses, both those who did kabuki, like the veteran Ichikawa Kumehachi (1846–1913), and those who did modern plays, like Sadayakko and Matsui Sumako (1886–1919); the beginning of an actress-training academy toward the end of the era; and the all-women companies born at the Yūraku-za in 1912 to rival the one at the Teikoku Gekijō, neither of which, unfortunately, was long lasting. Further, the Teikoku Gekijō (popularly called the Teigeki), with its truncated hanamichi, proved problematic for kabuki, but it became the premier theatre for important foreign artists, like Anna Pavlova, Giovanni Vittorio Rosi,8 Mei Lan-fang, and so forth.

By the end of Meiji, the mainline theatres, which previously had a freewheeling approach to scheduling their programs, began to settle into the current system of a monthly run of around twenty-five days beginning at the top of each month. They forbade eating, drinking, and smoking during the play, so frequently mentioned in these chapters; provided programs gratis; and instituted modern box-office procedures, including telephone reservations. However, theatres that once had been the exclusive domain of kabuki now often kept their stages active with charity performances, movies, acrobatic troupes, magic shows, concerts, and the like.

Finally, in the midst of all this commotion, there was the growing importance of twin brothers from Kamigata, Shirai Matsujirō (1877–1951) and Ōtani Takejirō (1870–1969), born into a family of theatrical concessionaires. Calling their company Matsutake (the name Shōchiku had to wait until the late Taishō era), they began acquiring theatres in Kyoto, moved on to Osaka, and then snared Tokyo in their net, creating an empire of kabuki (and other theatrical) holdings. After a scandalous attempt to purchase the Kabuki-za from the management without informing Tamura Nariyoshi, who had to jump through hoops to buy it back, they finally gained control in 1914 and never let it go. Shōchiku went on to create a vast conglomerate including movies and television, among other things, and continues to control most mainstream kabuki today.



Notes


	1. Komiya Toyotaka, comp. and ed., Japanese Music and Drama in the Meiji Era, trans. and ad. Edward G. Seidensticker and Donald Keene (Tokyo: Ōbunsha, 1956).

	2. See Faith Bach, “Breaking the Kabuki Actors’ Barriers: 1868–1900,” in A Kabuki Reader: History and Performance, ed. Samuel L. Leiter (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2002), 152–166.

	3. Shintomi-chō had been created by combining two other areas, Shin-Shimabara (a former brothel quarter) and Ōtomi-chō. Many—including writers in this book—continued calling it Shimabara through the 1880s.

	4. For an overview of actors’ salaries, see Toita Kōiji, “The Kabuki, The Shimpa, the Shingeki,” in Japanese Music and Drama, ed. Komiya, 184–185.

	5. Samuel L. Leiter, “Parallel Lives: Sir Henry Irving and Ichikawa Danjūrō IX,” in Frozen Moments: Writings on Kabuki, ed. Samuel L. Leiter (Ithaca: 111 in East Asia Papers, Cornell University, 2002), 44–55.

	6. A similar group was founded the same year in Kamigata, the Ōsaka Engeki Kairyō Kai.


	7. For a detailed, year-by-year discussion of the Kabuki-za’s history from 1889 to 1911, when it was rebuilt, see my online series, “The First Kabuki-za,” on my blog “Kabuki Woogie” at http://kabukiwoogie.blogspot.com/


	8. See, especially, Naomi Matsumoto, “Giovanni Vittorio Rosi’s Musical Theatre: Opera, Operetta and the Westernisation of Modern Japan,” at https://research.gold.ac.uk/id/eprint/22060/1/Matsumoto%20GIOVANNI%20VITTORIO%20ROSI’S%20MUSICAL%20THEATRE.pdf
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