




Once the success of the mission is reported early the next morning (recounted

in dramatic detail in Kumoemon’s version), Kuranosuke’s inner motives are

revealed and his name cleared, while the spy is apprehended and has a sad story

of her own to tell. This is the general structure of all the most famous Gishi tales

told by Kumoemon, a prototype of which appears in Act 7 of Kanadehon
Chûshingura , where Ôboshi Yuranosuke (the stage

version of Ôishi) is forced to eat octopus in disrespect of his master’s death

memorial in order to convince the enemy that he has no interest in taking revenge.

We see the same pattern in the story of Kanzaki Yogorô , who is

obliged to endure the insults of a lowly groom on the Tôkaidô, or of Murakami

Kiken , a Satsuma samurai who sees Ôishi lying drunk on the street in

Kyoto and kicks him while shouting curses at him for failing to take revenge—

only to commit seppuku before Ôishi’s grave out of remorse after learning of

the success of the vendetta. The moral of all these stories, if indeed there is one

beyond the powerful catharsis that they inspire after the final success of the

revenge, is that if only one perseveres with inner sincerity of heart, one will

achieve success in life, even though it may be necessary to dissemble and endure

humiliation along the way. Naniwabushi tales in these respects share something

with fairy tales, which teach children to meet the forces of the world “with cun-

ning and high spirits,” and which tend to be dominated by a “naïve sense of jus-

tice” and “tenacious materialism.”98

To be sure, Kumoemon’s Gishi tales, like most kôdan stories, celebrate filial-

ity to one’s parents and loyalty to one’s immediate superiors, general Confucian

virtues that became part of the broader “Bushidô” promoted by official ideo-

logues of the Meiji state. But in the end, the loyalty promoted by Kumoemon

was of the sort endemic to his own social context and to that of his working-class

and artisan audience, essentially a milieu of bosses and their followers. Such

loyalty may have had a generic resemblance to the abstract loyalty promoted by

the Meiji state, particularly in its reliance on the bonds of fictive kin. Just as the

Meiji state posited the emperor as the head of a national “family-state” (kazoku
kokka ), so the communities of performers, as well as the petty gangs

that arranged their venues, were constructed along fictive family lines, by which

bosses were “parents” (oyabun ) and their henchmen “children” (kobun
) who considered each other “brothers” (kyôdai ). But these values re-

mained embedded in daily life and practical ethics.

In the end, of course, Kumoemon would never have achieved his spectacular

success nor would he have been led to tales of the Gishi without the encourage-

ment of official ideologues like Koga Renzô and the logistical support of right-

wing nationalist groups like the Gen’yôsha—organizations whose mentality was

in fact not so distant from the more ordinary gangs that Kumoemon grew up with

as a lower-class performer in the streets and yose. And yet the national political

causes of these patrons seem in the long run to have had remarkably little direct
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impact on the content of naniwabushi tales. The stories themselves remained

largely apolitical and not easily manipulated either by those in official bureau-

cratic positions who sought to “improve” popular morality or by socialists like

Miyazaki Tôten who would have preferred to use them to stir sentiments against

the state.

Epilogue
Both Kumoemon’s style and his emphasis on tales of the Gishi had a lasting

effect on naniwabushi. Eventually, even small yose would adopt the enzetsu
staging that he established, with the singer standing behind a table draped with

a gorgeous tablecloth provided by fans. Other leading singers of late Meiji imme-

diately took up tales of the Gishi. Notable among them was Yoshida Naramaru

II (1883–1967), who came to Tokyo from Osaka in 1909 and who

quickly made the Gishiden his own specialty, soon rivaling Kumoemon in pop-

ularity with his more mellow style. Meanwhile, as we have seen, Fukumoto

Nichinan enthusiastically promoted the more ideological wing of Gishi fandom in

his Genroku kaikyoroku of 1909 and through the activities of the Chûô Gishikai.

Naniwabushi tales of the Gishi enjoyed a new boost from 1910 when excerpts

were first released on phonograph recordings by Yoshida Naramaru, followed

by Tôchûken Kumoemon himself in 1912. Kumoemon’s career reached a peak

in that year, with performances as far away as Taiwan and culminating in a run

at the Kabukiza in Tokyo from 15 July—the first time that a naniwabushi singer

had ever performed at this bastion of traditional theater. The same year also saw

the publication of ten of his most famous Gishi tales as separate volumes by

Tôkyô Meirinsha .99 Kumoemon had cut his long flowing locks in June

1910, apparently peeved by the number of imitators who had adopted his look,

and from that point on he appended the title of “Nyûdô” , or lay monk, to

his name, publicizing his act as a taking of the tonsure.100 After the death of the

Meiji emperor in August 1912, however, and the beginning of the Taishô era,

Kumoemon’s fortunes began to decline with the successive deaths from tuber-

culosis of his wife, Ohama, in 1914 and his mistress Otama not long after.101

Kumoemon succumbed to the disease himself on 7 November 1916 at the age

of forty-three. The great performer, who earned 83,000 yen in the year 1913 (a

vast sum for that era), left nothing but some huge debts, two furs, thirteen five-

yen notes, and a silver watch.102 The elaborate monument for his grave, for which
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left at his death.



he paid in advance, may still be seen at the Nichiren temple of Myôkokuji

in the Shinagawa district of Tokyo.

Naniwabushi, along with all of the traditional performing arts, was severely

challenged with the gradual spread of movies from the 1910s as the newest form

of popular entertainment in Japan—although many of the episodes of early film

were taken from kôdan and naniwabushi. The delay of talkies until 1931 may

have softened the impact, and the benshi who provided the “explanations”

of films until then were themselves influenced by naniwabushi performers in

their style and content. The salvation of naniwabushi at this juncture was radio,

for which a national network had been established by the late 1920s. The first

national survey of radio listeners in 1932 by NHK, the state broadcasting sys-

tem, showed naniwabushi to be by a wide margin the single most popular form

of radio entertainment in all the regions of Japan.103 During the war years, the

state attempted to inculcate patriotic and martial values in naniwabushi, although

with little success, and the art survived strong into the postwar period until it

finally succumbed in the late 1950s to the increasing appeal of television, and to

the shrinking attention span of radio listeners.

In the end, the relationship between naniwabushi and the Forty-seven Rônin

was symbiotic. The combination of song with easy-to-follow narration of “tales

that all Japanese know” made naniwabushi a natural media success in late Meiji,

but the particular emphasis of Tôchûken Kumoemon on Gishi tales served after

1907 to fuel a pervasive “Gishi boom” that was received enthusiastically by all

classes of Japanese, albeit for different reasons. Ordinary people loved the song

and the style, while elite politicians saw naniwabushi as an opportunity to forge

a national voice. Even as the boom subsided from the late 1910s, the enthusiasm

and familiarity that it had generated worked to make stories of the Forty-seven

Rônin a staple of film, then radio, and later television, turning it into a ritual

national habit.104 In the process, the element of song that was so central to the

appeal of naniwabushi fell by the way. But those who wish to hear an echo from

the Gishi boom of late Meiji can still pick it up at the Mokubatei theater in

Asakusa in the first ten days of December, when one or two stories of the Forty-

seven Rônin are sure to appear on the program. The audience will be small and

aging, but the legacy of Kumoemon still lives on, a century later.

Monumenta Nipponica 61:4502

103 Nippon Hôsô Kyôkai 1934. For a summary, see Hyôdô 2000, pp. 229–30. Naniwabushi was

chosen the favorite program by over 47 percent of the respondents in all the most populous regions

of Japan (Kantô, Kansai, Chûbu, and Kyushu).
104 See Smith 2006.
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