
1

歌舞伎－KABUKI

Ryoichi Imai
JTW, Kyushu University



2

Origin of Kabuki

• Kabuki dates back to the performance of a 
female group led by Izumo-no-Okuni in the early 
17th century, at the beginning of the Edo period.

• On the early stage of Kabuki, female dancers-
actress dance and play drama.

• But soon stage performances by women are 
banned by the Bakufu, because they are 
considered to disturb public moral and discipline.

• Since then Kabuki has been an all-male affair.
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What is Kabuki?

• Kabuki includes both plays and dances, 
performed in the traditional music of Japan with 
Shamisen, tsuzumi (drums), yoko-bue (flute), 
and voices.

• Many Kabuki plays were written in Edo period, 
under the influence of Bunraku (puppet plays) 
and No-Kyogen (Greek tragedy-like plays)

• In the late Edo period, Tsuruya Nanboku and 
Kawatake Mokuami wrote many original plays.
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Hanamichi 花道

• Hanamichi is a passageway through the 
audience to the main stage which joins the stage 
at the right angle. 

• The appearance of an actor or actors on the 
hanamichi passageway obscures the 
demarcation between the stage and the 
audience seats.

• The performance on hanamichi makes the 
audience feel that they are part of a Kabuki 
drama and familiar with the actors before them. 
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Actors

• All Kabuki actors are male.
• Female roles are played by male actors 

called “onna-gata”.
• Each Kabuki actor has a stage name, 

which is succeeded from their ancestors.
• Some prestigious stage names dates back 

to the early Edo period.
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Famous Actors and Actress
• Tachi-yaku (male leading role)

– Ichikawa Danjuro
– Matsumoto Kohshiro
– Nakamura Kichiemon

• Onna-gata (female role)
– Nakamura Jakuemon

• Both
– Onoe Kikugoro
– Nakamura Kanzaburo
– Sakata Tohjuro
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Nakamura Kanzaburo XVIII

• He is one of the most popular and talented 
Kabuki actor of today.

• He is the son of Nakamura Kanzaburo
XVII, and a grand-son of Onoe Kikugoro
VI.

• He is the heir of the one of the most 
honored Kabuki dynasties. His ancestor 
was the owner of a Kabuki theater in the 
early Edo period. 
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Kanzaburo’s sons

• Nakamura Kantaro dances Amagoi
Gitsune.

• Nakamura Shichinosuke plays Gompachi
in Suzugammori.

• They are expected (and almost promised) 
to succeed Kanzaburo or another great 
Kabuki stage name.
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Kojo

• Kojo is a ceremony to announce that an 
actor takes a new stage name. 

• In Kojo, the actor is celebrated by the top 
stars of the company and the audience.

• Kojo is also held as a memorial ceremony 
of honorable actors in the past.
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O-Mukoh

• In Kabuki, the audience calls the actor’s 
house name (yago) in a loud voice in order 
to encourage his vigorous performance.

• Yago is different from the stage name.
• (Examples)

– Nakamura Kanzaburo: Nakamura-ya!
– Nakamura Hashinosuke: Narikoma-ya!
– Nakamura Tomijuro: Tenohji-ya! 
– Ichikawa Sadanji: Takashima-ya!
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Today’s Program

• Suzugamori (1 act)
• Kojo
• Benten musume Meo no Shiramnami

(Benten Kozo and the Five Thieves, 2 
acts)

• Amagoi Gitsune (A Fox Prays for Rain -
dance)
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Suzugamori

• Outline: In Suzugamori (forests of bells), 
Shirai Gonpachi meets Banzui-in Chobei, 
and they become friends. 

• This is a Hamlet-meets-Romeo-like story.
• Both are heroes in the originally different 

stories. 
• Gonpachi’s amzing fight against thieves 

impresses Baznzui-in Chobei.
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Benten Musume

• This is one of the most popular Kabuki plays. 
• The full-length play is long and complicated. 

Two scenes are usually presented on stage.
• (1) Benten Kozo disguises as a beautiful woman 

who is revealed to be a man and a member of 
the notorious Shiranami (white wave) gang.

• (2) The five thieves of the Shiranami announce 
who they are in flashy speeches.  
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