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PI CTURED FI CTI ON:

Popular N ovels oj Nineteenth-CenturyJapan

in the Starr East Asian Library

H Ei'\R Y O . SMITH I I

Te most str iking fea ture of th e thriv

ing wo rld ofJ a panese po p u lar Action in the m id-n ine teen th ce n tu ry was

the dom inanc e of a co m ic-boo k type forma t th at wove the wr itten tex t

th ro ugh and aro un d elabo ra te visual re nd itio ns of th e narrated actio n .

T he C. V. Star r East Asian Libra ry holds so me two d ozen exam p les of th is

intriguing type of boo k, represen tin g fourteen di fferen t wri ters an d nin e

art ists.' While only a scatte red selection, it is diverse and interesting

enough to provoke a re thinking of what we mean by "lite rature " inJa pan

of th e transiti on fro m Tokugawa LO Mc iji-and by extensio n in th e aston

ishi ng co mic -boo k cu ltu re ofJapan to day.

T he sLOry begi ns in th e seven tee n th centu ry, in the emerge nce o f a

popul ar m arke t for printed books in J apan to serve th e n ew urban co nce n

tra tion s tha t a ppeared in Kyoto , Osak a, an d Edo as a resul t of p olit ica l

re uni fi ca tion un der the Tok ugawa shoguns afte r 1600. Co m me rc ia l prin t

in g in J ap an began in th e imperial cap ita l of Kyo to , stim u la ted by the

se izure of sto cks o f movable type for C h inese ch arac te rs from Ko rea during

Hideyoshi 's in vasions in the 15905. Pu blish ers reverted quick ly, however, to

the wood-block techn ol ogy th a t wo uld remain dom inant un til th e 1880s,

susta ine d by an artisa na l craft of rem arkabl e so p h istica tio n ." O n e criti ca l

advan tage o f wood-block ove r movab le type was the ease of inte rweavin g

im age an d text o n the sa me bloc k in a sea mless mann e r. p ro vidin g easy op

portun ity for the com ic-boo k style .
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H ENRY D. SM ITH II

Early p rin ting in Kyoto con centrat ed o n

o lder wo rks of lite ra tu re , bo th in Ch inese and

in classica l J apan ese, with few illustrati ons.

With the growth of a pop ular pr int cultu re ,

howeve r, and its sp read to ne igh boring Osaka ,

th e pi ctorial e m p hasis be ca me gre ate r, part ic

ula rly for the emergin g town sm an lite ratu re

o f the lim e . Still, as o ne di scovers in th e nove ls

of lh a ra Saika ku , th e illusu-auo ns o cc up ied

separate pages apart [ro m th e text, much in

the manne r o f the trad itio nal scro ll paint

ing, in which text and image wer e regu larl y

a lte rn ated .

It was ra ther in the shog unal cap ital of Edo

(now Tokyo) to the n orth , wher e the con

stra in ts o f tradition we re fe wer, that th e in te

gra tio n of tex t an d image o n th e sam e page

was syste ma tica lly deve loped . The process

bcgan with sim p le books o f fo lk tal es a nd

lege nds a im ed a t a reade rsh ip- perh aps more

accura te ly. a viewe rs h ip- tha t was not wholly

lite ra te , p rovid in g on ly occas io na l pat ches of

sim ple narra tive te xt with in the pic LUres.

T hese sma ll pa m ph let s ca me to be kn own as

kusm iishi, o r "g rass pamp h lc ts"-perha ps be~

ca use of th e cu rs ive "grass " p ho netic scrip t,

pe rhaps beca use the c hea p pape r was kusai

(sme lly) . The y e merged in th e late seven

teenth ce n tu ry, a nd n ou rish ed in Ed o in th e

m id dl e d ecades of th e e igh teen th ce n tu ry,

d ist in guished by th e co lors o f the ir cove rs, var

io usl y red , b lue , o r bl ack.

T h e kusazosb i form a t was turn ed in a radi-

ear ly new d irec tio n in th e year 1775. whe n a

Fig. I. Cove r of firs t sec tio n of N uretsnbame /legum IW

korok nsa (Nest-Umbrella for a Drench ed Swallow),

181'1: d esign by Utag awa Toyokuui.

sam u rai write r who ca lled hi mse lf Koi kawa

Harum ach i ("Love r iver Sp r in gtown ") used it

fo r a parody o f a n o ld Ch inese sto ry. a witty lai c

o f a co un try b umpkin who d reamed h e h ad

visited the Edo pl easure q ua rt ers an d beco m e

a (r ue ra ke." T hi s was the fi rst of th e Iri by )shi

(ye llow co vers), wh ich lasted for so me two

d ecades CI S a cr itica l gen re in the re m a rkable

pa rodic c ultu re o f Edo th a t was spearheade d

by a creative a llia n ce o f urba ne sa mu ra i an d

so phistica ted tow n smen . Th e kibyoshi we re

illustra ted by suc h leadi ng ukiyo-e artists as

Kiyona ga a nd Uta maro, and ach ieved a level o f

wit an d so ph isticatio n that be lied their appear~

an ce as cha pboo ks fo r th e se m ilite ra te . II was

th e increasingly freq uent to rte of po lit ica l

satire that fina lly bro ught th is particu la r stage

o f kusnzosh i to an abrup t e nd in th e sh ogu na l



PI C T UR ED FI C TI O .\i

re fo rm s of th e earl y I790s, in wh ich so me lead

in g kibyoslu write rs and thei r publish ers were

ce nsored or pun ished.

The ku saxcshl in the Sta rr Library co llec

tio n represent the next stage of' d eve lopment

tha t fo llowed the re in in g in of the ktbyoshi

spirit. T he gen re becam e lam er po lit ica lly but

more fantastic in co n te n t and mo re popular in

aud ienc e- not in a reversion to a less litera te

read ershi p , bu t rath e r as a creative response to

the rapid grow th o r literacy amo ng all cla sses

th at was co nspicuous fro m th e turn o f the

nine teenth ce nt uq'. So me o f the lite ra ry

ge n res that thri ved in thi s pe riod co ns isted

primarily o f text, nota bly the yoU/ ilwn- liter

a lly, "boo ks fo r read ing," a te rm th at implicit ly

sug ges ted the more picto r ia l al te rna tive of

kusazoshi. The new d evelopment in picture

fict ions was sim p ly a furth er evolutio n 0 1" th e

kibyoshi , now less pa rod ic in sp ir it and more

sus ta ine d in lengt h , co ns isting o f three o r

more co vered pamph let s bo un d together with

silk thread to form what from an early point

were te rme d go/nil/ kusazc sh i by the pub lishe rs,

"bo und-toge the r" works o f kusazosh i. As in th e

pas t, the smalles t un it was a se t o f fi ve fo lded

over shee ts, which as kib yoshi wou ld co nst itu te

a single pamph le t, but now the bo un d

toge the r m ulti ples o r five typ ica lly reached

th irty to fo r ty sheets (sixty to e igh ty pages) fo r

the single volume (o r two-volum e pai r ) tha t

would be put o n sa le in book sto re s.

One d istinguishing featu re o f the new

go kan form at , whic h was grad ua lly d eveloped

by Edo publishers in th e yea rs 1804-1 809, was

a new type o r cove r 1.0 replace the o lde r plain

kibyo sh i "ye llow cover " 1.0 wh ich a printed title

ca rto uc he was pa sted. T he g6 kan were now

provid ed with fu ll rnuhico lor covers in the

mann er o f sing le-sh eet u kiyo-e "broc ade

p r-ints," a feature that much en ha nce d the aes

the tic ap peal o f the book itsel f and provided a

special lure whe n d ispl ayed o n a boo kse ller's

she lf. In d esign , the succ ess ive co lo red co ve rs

to the sec tio ns o f a single volume o fte n co ns u

u ued on e co n tin uo us co m posidon-c-althoug h

on e co uld view it as suc h o n ly by flip p ing back

and forth . Figu re I shows the first cover of

Nu rctsulnnnc neguHI.1/.o tountuuo (Nest-Um b re lla

for a Dren ched Swallo w), published in 1814

with text by th e renowned kibyosh i writer

Santo Kyod en and p ictures by the leading

uk iyo-e a rt ist o f the d ay, Utngawa Tc yokuni .

T he actor- like appearan ce of the protagon ist

shown in the cove r is no coincid cnce , since

Toyoku n i was kn own lor h is ac to r portra its,

and Kyod e n 's in trica te ta le was a skillful weav

ing o f various kabu ki p lot s with fo lk ta les an d

historical legend. T he umbrel la pa tte rn o n the

kimono echoes th e ti t.l e o f the wo rk.

Figure 2 rep rod uces a single two-p age

sp read from Nest-Umbrella fo r a Drenched Swal

low-- th e title o f wh ich was taken fro m a ha iku

by Kikaku ("Le t me lend you my um bre lla for a

ne st , ra in-drenc hed swallow") , in a llusion to

o ne even t in th e co nvol uted plo t. Here we view

the penu ltim at e sce ne o f the boo k: the fate

ful d estru ct ion o f Sagarn i J ira Toshi yuk i

[ 7 ]



Fig. 2. Scene fro m tYurt tsll!JCl /1/e 1/"gum no karakasa (Nest-Um brel la for a Dren ch ed Swallo w). 181 4, 33 b-34a ; text by

Sa n to Kyo den a nd pictu re by Utagawa Toyokuni .

(in the ce n ter, identi fied by the enci rcle d

Ch inese charac te r for ' Toshi" o n hi s robe) ,

who is zapped by a mi rro r ra)' from th e heav

en ly go d to the u pper r ig h t and turn ed into a

gian t ra t, shown esca p ing to th e u pper le ft in

success ive stages . T he picture is thus in tend ed

to be read as it p rogresses from righ t to le ft ,

j ust as in a scro ll pa inti ng , fo llowing th e na rra

tive ac tio n . The seq ue nc e of th e six di screte

blocks of text, similarly r un n ing in a ge nera l

right to left and top to bottom pattern, is care -

full y in d icat ed by two se pa ra te co d es , one of

marchi ng symbols and th e o ther o f Chinese

numerals.

T he gokan re mained the mainstream o f

fict io n p ro d uc tion in J apan for ove r six

decades, cen te red in Edo and d istr ibu ted

na tion a lly. In shee r num ber of titles, gokan

accou nted fo r ove r two-th irds of all new Ed o

ficti o n , and for th e decad e before th e Meij i

Restora tion o f lS6S, o ne co m pila tio n lists a

total of 371 gokan , 88 pel'cen' of th e total of

[ 8 ]



P I CT U R ED F I CT I O N

4 18 volumes of fiction." Virtual ly non e of thi s

lite ra ture has been translated in to Eng lish , or

even stud ied o u tside o f a small circl e of

specialists in Japan , wit h the exceptio n of an

important book o n Ryutei Tane hi ko by the

late Andrew Markus:'; T he d iffic u lty lies in the

very q ues tio n of wha t kind of "trans la tio n" is

appropria te whe n th e pi c tures a re suc h an in

tegral part of the wo rk. Although in se rt ing

trans la ted text in to the p icture is one possibil

ity, o ne is le ft with the pro ble m o f lines tha t

properly read to p to bo ttom and righ t to le ft ;

no ade q uate sol u tio n has ye t bee n found . A

rel a ted problem is id en ti fyin g the "author" :

th e so lution ad o p ted fo r catalog ing in CLIO is

to list the writer as a ut hor and p lace the artist

un der th e fi e ld fo r "O the r a ut hors," but o ne

migh t as easily a rgue for a reve rsa l of th is

pr io rity.

O ne n ew fea tu re of gokan in th e 1840s was

the in augura tio n o f lo ng-ru nn ing seria lized

wor ks, ap peari ng a t th e rate o f two to th ree

volum es a yea r (each volu m e, o r hen, typ ica lly

cons isting of two twenty-sheet fasc icles, or

fo rty d o uble-page sp reads ) . T he Starr Library

co llectio n has scattered volu mes of such

major titles as Jirai)'{l gohelsu nuntogaturi

(He ro ic Ta les ofJi raiya , J I vo ls.. 1839- 1868),

Sluska hassii Famalo bunko (A J ap an ese Library

of th e Life of Sid dhartha , 58 vols.. 1845

187 J), an d 11m no siistu (T he Boo k of Dogs, 56

vols., 1848- 1881) . The gre a test of all, how

eve r, was Shinmuhi monogalari (T he Ta le of

Sh ira n u hi ), which from its begin n ing in 1849

was to reach a to ta l of nine ty vo lumes a half

ccn Ulry la te r." Beg u n by the a rtist Utagawa

Kuni sada and the wri ter Ryukat ei Tanek az.u (a

discip le of RY11tci Tan ehiko , th e rea l co nso l

idator of the g6kan gen re) , th is epic saga of

Shiranuhi , a cross-d re ssing fe ma le warrior

fro m Kyushu who wielded the m ag ic power of

a sp ider, was co n tin ued by an ad d itio na l writer

and five m ore art ists be fo re concl ud ing in th e

Me iji pe riod .

Th e sce ne in figu re 3 shows the character

Ayahara crouch ing o n the floo r with a dagger

in he r h and . A you ng wo m an of n o ble birth ,

Ayaha ta has been so ld into prost itu tion under

th e co ntro l of the evil O-Ush i, who is seen

lurking be h ind a stone lan te rn outsid e be

nea th th e moon. O vlfsh i ap pears to be peep

in g in on the sce ne from the next page to the

le ft ; thi s was o ne of ma n y clever p ictoria l

d evices used by goka n art ists to hei ghten

suspen se. Ayahata is secretly in love with th e

he ro (in e ) Shiran uhi, n o t rea lizing that he is

reall y Prin cess w ak an a in her mal e person a ,

and has lea rn ed th a t a man whom sh e de

sp ises wishe s to bu y her fre edom fro m th e

brothe l. Despair ing , Ayahata p repare s to ta ke

he r own life whe n sud d en ly a tin y sp id e r

dro ps [ro m the ce iling and wraps a p owerful

th read around he r wr ist 10 stay th e dagge r,

th en descends to th e board floor to sp e ll ou t

in silk th e ad vice AJaJna chi Sit no (Do not

make th is ruis takel }. Read ers of the time

wou ld have known in stan tly tha t th is was ye t

anothe r case of th e famo us sp ider so rce ry of



Fig. S. S(CIIC fro m Shi rfll /llh i IIlO1wgalfll1 (The Talc of Shiran uhi }, \-01. 23, 19b- 20a. T h is appcar.~ ncar rhe concl u

sio n o fv ol um e 2~, pu bl ished in I S~i t jllSI two )'ca rs before the opening of J apan to regular trade with the West.

Sh iran u h i lum / Iiersel f wh o h as in te rven ed to

save th e life o f Avaha ta .

Un like th e text-ce n te red wo rks orth e yo ml

ha n (read ing book ) an d lIinj iibon (sen tim en

ta l bo ok) gen res, which we re typ ica lly read on

a rental basis from boo k-lendi ng pedd le rs, th e

goka» were purchased fo r ho useh o ld reading

fo llowin g the sea so n al sp r ing/ a u tu mn sched

ule by wh ich they were typically publ ished.

One write r raised in th is e ra la ter reca lled the

charac te r istic me th od o f read ing a go ka n ,

where by on e first leafed through the p ictures

in ord e r to get a ge ne ra l idea o f th e m ain

eve nts and the fates o f th e cen tra l ch aracte rs,

an d o n ly th en u u-ned to the text. to co n firm

an d reli ne o ne 's p ictori a l intuitions." O ne can

witness thi s form o f viewing/ read ing da ily

among th e co m ic-book co ns u me rs o n th e su b

ways of Tok yo today.

[ 10 ]



PI CT URED F I CTIO N

Fig", .1. 1\lcij i period repr int Ill' Shiranuhi l/Ionogfllllri

(T he Talc of Shirunuhi} : from Zokll Tl'ikulw bunlco. \'01.

~8 (To kyo: Hukub uu kun. 1900) , T h is co rres po nds to

the po rti on i ll tlgurc ~"! 1'1'0 111 the IR:l7 o rig in" l.

Th e wood-block gokan fo rmat survived

in to th e Meiji period , bu t it fe ll victim in th e

ea r ly 1880s to co m pe titio n fro m movabl e

type , with whi ch it co uld n ot co mpe tc in

e ithe r speed o r cos t. In the mean time, th e

eme rgence of a thriving newspape r re ade r

sh ip fo llowing th e lin ing o f th e o ld Tokugawa

ba n on the di scussion o f curre n t eve nts had

created a n ew readership eager to have news

an d 1.0 hnve it fast . T he Mciji press was quick

to tak e adva n tage o f th e speed ena bled b)'

movabl e t)'PC, in tu rn p rod uc ing readers

habi tu a ted lO the regu lar and standard ized

form s o f met a l t)'PC, very di ffe ren t in style

fro m th e ca lligra p h ic brush forms o f Ed o

wood-blo ck ficuon . In these ways, a gene ra

tion ga p q uick ly d eveloped be tween old e r

Edo reade rs an d n ew Tok yo read e rs, ,1 gap

tha t gre w with each passin g yea r in the 1880s

and after, In th e process, the p ictu re s tha t

we re so basic to goka n were e ither e lim ina ted

o r re d uced to th e occasio na l pic ture-on ly

in set s cha rac te r istic o f book illustra tio n in th e

\ Vest, se rving as m ere a p pe ndages to th e writ

ten text. One America n schola r h as recently

a rg ue d th at thi s re p rese n ted a fund am en ta l

shi ft fro m o lder j a panese "pic toce r urlsm' to

the (ext-roo ted "logoce n uis rn" o f Western

litera tu re , an d the result ing inability to a pp re ·

date the world o f gokan fictio n ."

T he subo rd ina tio n o f p ic tor ial ex pres sio n

d id no t mean tha t the written texts o f gokan

nove ls were cas t aside , b ut rath e r th a t th ey

were recast as "lite ratu re, " so that lute re

pri n ts assu med the wholly d iffe rent form at o f

movable-type text with n o p ictu res, Figu re 4

shows an exce rp t fro m the reprint o f TIll' Tale

of Shiranuhi. The ta le was re p rinted in its e n

urery in 1900, in two volumes ( to ta lling j ust

unde r 2,000 pages) o f the ImlJerial Librm)'

a massive mu ltivolum e re p ublica tio n o f m an y

of the works o f fiction of th e Tokugawa e ra , in

response to wh a t was 3 growing n osta lgia fo r

the anc ien regi m e. The p ictorial eleme nt was

reduced 10 a handfu l o f fron tisp iece illu s

tratio ns of th e m ain ch ara cters. T he publisher

was Haku b un kan , a new breed o f publish e r

that ca tered to a citize nry th at had been

tra ined LO read text be fo re pi c tu res,

Ye t o ne o nl y ha s to obse rve theja panese o f

a ll ge ne ra tio ns to d ay, who rid e comm ute r

[ I I ]



Fig , 5, Frontispiece illu stra t io n from Shinl/l li hi II/QI/ogafari (T he "lute o rShiranuhi). vel. 23, This con tinuo us com

posit ion , overpr in te d in g r;l), an d blue on heavy paper, would ha ve bee n viewed by th e re ade r ill three fra mes from

rig h t to le u : a single pagc shows a wo ma n (really a man ) ho ldi ng a ma gie mi rror as wea pon: t he ne xt two-page

train s abso rbed in the ir co m ic boo ks, to rea l

ize tha t the d eep curre n t o f p ictu red fict ion

ep ito mized b)' n inctcer uh-ce ruury gokan may

have survived like a sub te rranean stream of

th e popula r cu ltu re, breaking in to th e o pe n

o nce again with the revolutio n in habi ts of

read ing and viewing crea ted by te levisio n ." It

ma y well be lip to a ge ne ra tio n o f'sc hola rs

reared o n tel evisio n and co m ics LO revive the

o lde r tradition o f pictured fic tio n from its

lon g neglect.

I. Starr's woo d-bloc k prin ted books.. from the Edo a nd

~I eiji periods were cataloged und er a project.

"Extending Acce ss 10 the C. V. Starr Eas t Asian

Libra ry," funded by the U. S. Dc partm en t of Educauon

und e r T itle JIC gra n ts re ceived d uri ng 199 1-1 993.

2. Fo r the co nseq uc nc es of wood-bloc k tec hnology in

j apanese p.-illling . see Hen !")' D. Smi th II, "The Hi story

o f the Boo k in Edo a nd Pa ris: ' in j am es McCla in,J o hn

Merriman . a nd Ugawa Kao ru . cds.. /.:'(10 and Paris: The

Slaff'. Polirim l H il lin ; and Urban Life i ll Two Ear/J-Modcl'll

Societies (Ithaca. NY: Co rne ll Universi ty Press, 1994).

3. The first kibyoshi , Kinkin-sensei eiga 110 yume. has

been tmnslnted as "Ki nki n Scisci's Dream of a

Luxurio us Li fe.- in Shu nki ch i Akimo ro. The Twilight of

Edo (Tokyo: To kyo News Service, 1952), 11 1- 39 , in 

cluding the origina l pic ture- text.



sp rea d reve als a g rea t G il m on ste r and a lady ill d istr e ss; and in th e fi nal hal f-page we see th e wai tin g warrior o p

po neru, a ll aga in st th e minute deta il o f a d ista nt landscape .

4. Co m piled from Asakura K.arn ezo, [Shiushii] Ninon

shosetsu ncn/J)'o (To kyo: Sh un'yodo. 1926) . Althoug h in

complet e, thi s ch rono logy of pu bl ish ed fiction is a

good refl ection o f do m inan t tre nds.

5. Andrew Markus, T he Willow ill. A utn 11/11 : H)'lill:i

Tanehiku, 1783- 1842 {Camb ridge , MA: Counci l un East

Asia n Stud ies, Ha rvard University. 1992). lulapan esc,

in te res ting essays o n gc kan as a co m bina to ry an form

are to be fou nd in Suzu ki J llZO, Ehcn. to IlhiJo-e (To kyo:

BijU LSU Shup pan sha , 19( 9 ), 13- 67.

6 . T he fir st sc\'e n ty-~ne vo lumes of The Tale o/ Shi rt/Tl uhi

were pub lished in the yea rs 1849-1 885 in

trad ition al go kan form a t, bu t th e fin a l volumes 73- 90

(\'01. 72 was lost ) a ppea red o nly in a mo vab le-type

editio n in l oklt Teikokll bunku. vols. 28-29, pu blished by

Ha kubun kan in 1900 with only a few fro n tispi ece

illusuatiou s.

7. vazaki Sa bun , "Kusazoshi to ivlc Ui shoki. " Waseda

{!/II/ga}{/{ (Octo be r 1927) , as quoted in Maeda Ai, "Meij i

sho ki ges aku sh uppan no doko-c-Kinsci sh uppan kiko
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