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(1) Eighteenth-century Japan began with a booming economy and a flourishing popular culture, which had been

moted by a commercial publishing industry since the end of the previous cent m the mid-eighteenth

ommergg@ubhshﬂg mgea§1ngly consm ing. It was in thls context that the ancient Chlnese concept of the
literati(bunjin XCA) was revived as an ideal in Japan. In China Song Dynasty literati artists prized their
independence from the court, while in eighteenth-century Japan they sought independence both from Shogunal

control and from the commercial imperative. Three famous exemplars of this consciousness of anti-commercialism
are the poet-painter Yosa Buson (1716—1883), the painter Ike no Taiga (1723 —76) and the writer Ueda Akinari
(1734—1809).

A further development was what might be termed 'the cult of the amateur', which was particularly attractive to
those among the merchant class in Osaka, who sought escape from the dominant ethic of profit. (2) These two

trends, the literati and the eur, convenientlv fed into one another and foun t e of inspiration in
theatre. The ideal Osaka man of culture (suijin ¥ A, also termed dannashu HI[H) was able to run a successful
business an the same time actively pursue the arts by participating in salons and taking lessons often in mor
than one art: poetry, music or painting,

Another key concept for understanding the cultural world in the eighteenth century was the deliberate
opposition established between notions of 'high' and 'low'. The traditional aesthetic terms gz ¥ (also read miyab,
with its connotations of elegant, traditional, aristocratic and beautiful, and zoku, denoting vulgar, vibrant, popular
and ephemeral, were re-coined in dialectical opposition.

A dynamic tension developed between the high and the low, which led to a fascination with how to draw on the
energy of popular culture to create new and vibrant art and literature that would stand comparison with the
traditional canon.

It is not hard to see why amateur participation in the performing arts (yigesi%2%) would flourish in such a
context. Participants learned from specialist teachers, and the range of activities was impressive, encompassing, for
example, poetry (both haiku i3 and kydka J£%), Tea Ceremony, dance, musical instruments, calligraphy, painting,
singing, chanting (for both Noh#2#i and Bunraku drama 24 3#f), archery and judo. (3) "Professional’ practitioners

could make a living a these arts. Each discipline had its own network of members, teachers

and publishers. Some networks were highly organized and formal others were not. merely built around an

individual artist. Performance and participation were key elements. {4) Kabuki was one of the most important

creative engines within this complex syvstem of social and cultural networks. It was a decidedly 'zoku'{8 world where

the ular. ephemeral, vigorous and v r held sway in sensual and histrionic style—in sha ntrast to the

samurai_and other upper-class 'ga' worlds where the elegant, traditional, restrained and beautiful were officially
eld in high esteem, in activities s Noh, classic: aka d Tea Ceremo

(Kabuki Heroes on the Osaka Stage, 1780-1830. British Museum Press, 2005)
(c) 2026 The Trustees of the British Museum
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