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C O L U M B I A L I B R A R Y C O L U M N S 

THE SPRING 1996 ISSUE i MICHAEL STOLLER, EDITOR 

L Ln keeping with Library Columns' desire 

to highlight the breadth and depth of all the collections of Columbia 

Libraries, I have asked C. V. Starr East Asian Library Director Amy V. 

Heinrich to guest-edit this issue devoted to the extraordinary resources of 

that library and the research it inspires. The fruits of her efforts are ap­

parent in the pages that follow. Henry D. Smith provides a fascinating ac-

cotint of nineteenth-century Japanese gokan novels, a genre of wood-block 

literature interweaving texts and illustrations, which presaged the modern 

Japanese love of comic books. Robert Hymes acquaints us with Chinese 

local histories, a body of literature where the needs of government bu­

reaucrats and the pride of the gentry combined to describe the fabric of 

local life in China with extraordinary detail. Our guest editor discusses 

Starr Library's Abe Kobo Collection and helps us to grasp die subde and il­

lusive brilliance of this twendeth-century Japanese novelist, playwright, 

and poet.* Finally Heinrich and Starr Library's Amy Hai Kyung Lee present 

an overview of Columbia's Korean rare book holdings and in particular 

Starr's Y\ Song-ui Collection, which displays Korea's unique place in the 

history of Asian printing. And of course "Our Growing Collections" 

testifies to the continued development of ('olumbia's library resources and 

to the exceptional generosity of oiu' donors, who make that growth 

possible. 

* All East Asian names in the articles are presented in the traditional manner, with surname first. 
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P I C T U R E D F I C T I O N : 

Popular Novels of Nineteenth-Century Japan 

in the Starr East Asian Library 

Ht;NRY D. SMITH II 

T 
JLhe 

Lhe most striking feature of the thriv­

ing world of Japanese popidar fiction in the mid-nineteenth century was 

the dominance of a comic-book type format tliat wove the written text 

through and around elaborate visual renditions of the narrated action. 

The C. V. Starr East Asian Library holds some two dozen examples of this 

intriguing type of book, rejjresenting fourteen difierenl writers and nine 

artists.' While only a scattered selection, it is diverse and interesdng 

enough to provoke a rethinking of what we mean bv "literature" in Japan 

of the transition from Tokugawa to Meiji—and by extension in the aston­

ishing comic-book cultiue of Japan today. 

The story begins in the seventeenth centiu"y, in the emergence of a 

popular market for printed books in Japan to serve the new urban concen­

trations that appeared in Kyoto, Osaka, and Edo as a result of political 

reunification under the Tokugawa shoguns after 1600. Commercial print­

ing in Japan began in the imperial capital of Kyoto, stimulated by the 

seizure of stocks of movable type for Chinese characters from Korea during 

Hideyoshi's invasions in the 1590s. Publishers reverted quickly, however, to 

the wood-block technology that would remain dominant until the 1880s, 

sustained by an artisanal crafi of remarkable sophistication.- One critical 

advantage of wijod-block over movable (vpe was the ease of interweaving 

image and text on die same block in a seandess uianuer, pro\'iding easy op-

porttmity for the conuc-book style. 
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H E N R Y D . S M I T H II 

Early pr in t ing in Kyoto concent ra ted on 

older works of l i terature, both in Chinese and 

in classical Japanese, with few illustrations. 

With the growth of a popular pr in t culture, 

however, and its spread to ne ighbor ing Osaka, 

the pictorial emphasis became greater, partic-

ularl)' for the emerging townsman literalin-e 

of the time. Still, as one discovers in the no\'els 

of Ihara Saikaku, the illustrations occupied 

separate pages apart from the text, much in 

the m a n n e r of the traditional scroll paint­

ing, in which text and image were regularly 

al ternated. 

It was ra ther in the shogunal capital of Edo 

(now Tokyo) to the nor th , where the con­

straints of tradition were fewer, that the inte­

gration of text and image on die same page 

was systematically developed. The process 

began with simple books of folk tales and 

legends aimed at a readership—perhaps more 

accurately, a viewership—that was not wholh' 

literate, providing only occasional patches of 

simple narrative text within the pictures. 

These small pamphlets came to be known as 

kusazoshi, or "grass pamphle ts"—perhaps be­

cause of the cursive "grass" phone t ic script, 

perhaps because the cheap paper was kusai 

(smelly). They emerged in the late seven­

teenth century, and flourished in Edo in the 

middle decades of the e ighteenth century, 

distinguished by the colors of their covers, var­

iously red, blue, or black. 

The kusazoshi format was tu rned in a radi-

callv new direction in the vear 1775, when a 

Fig, 1. Cover of first section of Nuretsubame negura no 

karakasa (Nest-Umbrella for a Drenched Swallow), 

1814; design by Utagawa Toyokimi. 

samurai writer who called himself Koikawa 

Harumachi ("Loveriver Springtown") used it 

for a parody of an old Chinese storv, a witty tale 

of a country bumpkin who d reamed he had 

visited the Edo pleasure quarters and become 

a true rake.^ This was the first of the kibyoshi 

(yellow covers), which lasted for some two 

decades as a critical genre in the remarkable 

parodic culture of Edo that was spearheaded 

by a creative alliance of u rbane samurai and 

sophisticated townsmen. The kibyoshi were 

illustrated by such leading ukiyo-e artists as 

Kiyonaga and Utamaro, and achieved a level of 

wit and sophistication that belied their appear­

ance as chapbooks for the semiliterate. It was 

the increasingly frequent tone of political 

satire that finally b rought this particular stage 

of kusazoshi to an abrupt end in the shogtmal 
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P I C T U R E D F I C T I O N 

reforms of the early 1790s, in which some lead­

ing kibyoshi writers and their publishers were 

censored or punished. 

The kusazoshi in the Starr Library collec­

tion represent the next stage of development 

that followed the reining in of the kibyoshi 

spirit. The genre became tamer politically but 

more fantastic in content and more popular in 

aud ience—not in a reversion to a less literate 

readership , bu t ra ther as a creative response to 

the rapid growth of literacy among all classes 

that was conspicuous from the tium of the 

n ine teen th century. Some of the literary 

genres that thri\'ed in this per iod consisted 

primaril) ' of text, notably t!ie yomihon—liter­

ally, "books for reading," a term that implicitly 

suggested the more pictorial alternative of 

kusazoshi. The new development in pictin^e 

fictions was simply a fitrther evolution of the 

kibyoshi, now less parodic in spirit and more 

sustained in length, consisting of three or 

more covered pamphle ts bound together with 

silk thread to form what from an early point 

were te rmed g-oft̂ n kusazoshi by the publishers, 

"bound-together" works of kusazoshi. As in the 

past, the smallest uni t was a set of five folded-

over sheets, which as kibydshi woitld constitute 

a single pamphle t , but now the boimd-

together multiples of five typically reached 

thirty to forty sheets (sixty to eighty pages) for 

the single volume (or two-volume pair) that 

would be put on sale in bookstores. 

O n e distinguishing feature of the new 

gokan format, which was gradually developed 

by Edo publishers in the years 1804-1809, was 

a new type of cover to replace the older plain 

kibyoshi "yellow cover" to which a pr in ted d d e 

car touche was pasted. T h e gokan were now 

provided with full mult icolor covers in the 

m a n n e r of single-sheet ukiyo-e "brocade 

prints," a feature that much enhanced the aes­

thetic appeal of the book itself and provided a 

special lure when displayed on a bookseller 's 

shelf. In design, the successive colored covers 

to the sections of a single volume often consti­

tuted one cont inuous composi t ion—although 

one could view it as such only by flipping back 

and forth. Figure 1 shows the first cover of 

Nuretsubame negura no karakasa (Nest-Umbrella 

for a Drenched Swallow), published in 1814 

with text by the renowned kibyoshi writer 

Santo Kyoden and pictures by the leading 

tikiyo-e artist of the day, Utagawa Toyokuni. 

The actor-like appearance of the protagonist 

siiown in the cover is no coincidence, since 

Toyokuni was known for his actor portraits, 

and Kyoden's intricate tale was a skillfid weav­

ing of various kabuki plots with folk tales and 

historical legend. The umbrel la pat tern on the 

k imono echoes the title of the work. 

Figure 2 reproduces a single two-page 

spread from Nest-Umbrella for a Drenclied Sxval-

loxo—the title of ^vhich was taken from a haiku 

by Kikaku ("Let me lend you my umbrel la for a 

nest, ra in-drenched swallow"), in allusion to 

one event in the convohued plot. Here we view 

the penul t imate scene of the book: the fate­

ful destruction of Sagami J i ro Toshiyuki 
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