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1. An overview of Kusazoshi

Like the world-famous Japanese manga today, there were many illustrated books
published in the Edo period. These books had a lot of difference in content and form
according to the time of publishing. At first, most of them were destined for children,
but later some educated authors also took part in their production, creating adult
content. These latter books have a high level of literacy. Even for people today, they are
still so interesting that the ones published for children during that same period are
easily ignored. These books usually contained historical stories and war chronicles. They
normally had five volumes, so they were called Gosatsumono (“five-volume book”). 1
believe these books are important as they reflect how children in that period learned
about history. Moreover, these books are the basis of the later new forms of literature.

In this presentation, I will introduce the overview of kusazoshi first. Then I will
discuss the publication of 5 volume kusazoshi by analyzing their prefaces. And introduce
one example called Tenjin Goichidaiki, which was published in Edo. After that, I will
also discuss about those which was published in Kyoto and vicinity (Kamigata).

The most common introduction of the history of illustrated books in the Edo period
was as the following. The illustrated books, especially those published in Edo city (now
Tokyo) were called Kusazoshi, literally meaning “grass books.” Kusazoshi were
middium-sized books with ten pages in a volume, and a large picture on each page. The
text, which was written primarily in kana and included descriptive prose and dialogues,
filled the blank spaces in the picture.

The early kusazoshiwas called “red books” (akahon) because of their bright red covers.
They were published between the late seventeenth century and 1750, and were
unsigned and appreciated primarily for their pictures. They began mainly as children’s
stories or as books for lesser-educated adults, featuring familiar tales as “Peach Boy”
(Momotaro), “Tongue-Cut Sparrow” (Shitakirisuzume), and “Kachikachi Mountain”
(Kachikachivama). As kusazoshi matured, more adult kusazoshi were called “black
booklets” (kurohon) or “blue booklets” (aohon) as they had black or blue covers. These

kusazoshibegan taking stories from theater, such as kabuki and joruri, from war tales,
1



ghost stories, and love romances. “Master Flashgold’s Splendiferous Dream” (Kinkin
sensei eiga no yume, 1775) by Koikawa Harumachi (1744-1789), was considered to be
the first major kibyoshi. It dramatically and fundamentally changed the nature of the
kusazoshi genre. Kibyoshi (literally, “yellow covers”) were written with humor and wit.
After the Kanseil Reforms, the kibyoshi shifted to vendetta narratives, which eventually
could not be contained in their short format. Consequently, from around 1803-1804,
writers, such as Jippensha Ikku (1765-1831) and Kyokutei Bakin (1767-1848), began to
bind together multiple kibyoshibooklets to the form that came to be called gokan.

This scheme of the history of kusazoshiis based on the statement of people in the Edo
period, for example Ota Nanpo (1749-1823), who wrote in the preface of his literary
criticism book, “Kikujuso™

“These two decades were just like a ‘splendiferous dream’; the man of fashion, Master
Flashgold, changed all the kusazoshi in Kamakura. It somehow seems kusazoshi and
kites became adult things. This is also interesting.”

However, recently, this statement was thought to be based on Nanpo’s individual
experience: he read akahon as a child, switching to more adult subjects as he grew older.
Matsubara Noriko shows her assumption in figure 1.

This figure shows that the history of kusazoshi did not start with the children’s
akahon and with kurohon and aohon as abstracts of classics and theater that turned
into kibyoshi by satirizing the contemporary society. They did not simply change into
the next form over time. They were different kinds of books and there was a period when
akahon, kurohon, and aohon existed at the same time. There were already many adult

kusazoshipublished before the publication of “Master Flashgold's Splendiferous Dream”

2. The publication of kusazoshi with five volumes

After the publication of “Master Flashgold’s Splendiferous Dream,” not all kusazoshi
changed into adult books; there were still kusazoshi made for children.

Although it is believed that most kusazoshi before 1775 (the first year of kibyoshi)
were for children readers, many adult subjects appeared both in kurohon and aohon.
Also, even in the so-called kibyoshi period (1775-1803), not all kusazoshi were like the
typical humorous kibyoshi type. There was also a kind of kusazoshi different from the
common type with 2 or 3 volumes. It contained 5 volumes and it was called Gosatsumono.
Regarding the Gosatsumono, the writer Shikitei Sanba (1776-1822) said in his essay

collection, “Zakki”



“Since about 1804, stories of revenge became popular. My friend, Nansenshosomabhito,
made illustrated books about revenge and sold very well. At the same time, five and six
volumes books began to be made, and they were sold as the first and second parts. I,
Sanba, did not like those books about revenge myself, but I started to write revenge
kusazoshi by the persuasion of Nishimiya (a publisher). I also started a kind of
kusazoshi called gokan (gokan means to sell five volumes of kusazoshiin one combined
volume).”

In the Edo period, the form of the book was usually related to its contents. As Sanba
said, the kusazoshiwith five volumes usually contained biographies of historical figures
and war chronicles. Shikitei Sanba indicated that kusazoshi with five or six volumes
were first created in the Bunka era (1804-) and finally turned into the form of Gokan.
However, this type of kusazoshiwith five volumes had already appeared in the kurohon-
aohon period and had been consistently published during the entire kibyoshi period.

The chart in figure 2 was made according to “Overview of Kibyoshi” (kibyoshisoran)
to exemplify five-volume books published in the kibyoshi period.

As shown in the chart, the publishing of the five-volume kusazoshi was stable until
1806, without any kind of tendencies in their number. I think this is because of the
continuous need for such story illustrated books. By the way, although they were usually
combined as one book, the form of 5 or 6 volumes became the major form of kusazoshi
after 1806.

The five-volume kusazoshiusually had a preface, which is one of their characteristics,
as not all kusazoshi had one. The preface of this type of kusazoshi also shows that it is
a more serious book than the humorous ones, without a formal preface. From the preface
of the five volume kusazoshi, we can assume the purpose of these books. This preface
usually had a common format, which claimed that although the story in the book is
famous, this book puts it into pictures to make it more accessible for children.

For example, in the preface of “Zenzentaiheiki,” published by Enomotoya in 1786, it
is said

“Mencius said you can’t talk with a person without humanity. These people take
danger as safety, take disaster as profit, and find it enjoyable to do things that ruin a
country. Queen Fuji was the mother of Emperor Shomu in Japan. She inflated with
pride. The evil act of Genbo. At the time of Emperor Konin, Azamaro borrowed power to
do evil. All of these are put into these five volumes of illustrated book. It can be a toy for

babies and also a ladder to make people do good things.”
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In the preface of “Tenjin Goichidaiki,” published by Nishimuraya Yohachi in 1804, it
was written:

“Though people are familiar to the life of Sugawara Michizane, as I want to teach that
to children, I show them by the brush of Rantokushi. I hope the great deed will be told
forever. Published by Ejudo.”

Rantokushi was the illustrator and Eijudo was the publisher. A statement like this
suggests that the purpose of publishing the five volumes of kusazoshi was to teach
people, especially children without much education, famous historical stories using
pictures. As such, this purpose is different from the adult books containing a lot of

sarcasm.

3. The case of the five volumes kusazoshi “Tenjin Goichidaiki”

“Tenjin Goichidaiki” was a kusazoshi published in 1804. Traditionally, it was defined
as a kibyoshi because of the time it was published. However, unlike other kibyoshi, it
did not show any element of humor and was almost a biography of an ancient minister
of Japan, Sugawara Michizane (845-903). He was said to have appeared suddenly under
a plum tree and was found by his soon-to-be father. He was so clever that he finally
became the minister. However, because of a scandal made by his opponent, he was
believed to have committed treason and was therefore sent to Tsukushi in Kyushu,
which was far from the capital of Kyoto. He died there and became a god of thunder.
After that, he took revenge by putting lightening in the palace of Kyoto, causing his
opponents’ death. In the end, he became the God of Knowledge with the help of the
Buddhist prayer of a monk. Even now, he is famous as the God of Knowledge. The real
history may differ from this, however, the story was famous because of the jyoruri
“Tenjinki” created by Chikamatsu Monzaemon (1653-1725). The kusazoshi “Tenjin
Goichidaiki” was based on another illustrated book with the same title, published in the
mid-edo period. The original was created by another painter, Okumura Masanobu
(1686-1764), and it was mostly an abstract of the jyoruri “Tenjinki”.

By comparing these two books to find out how the five-volume kusazoshi adapted old
books, it seems that besides the text offering more details, the newer kusazoshi did not
change much from its source. For example, Figure 3 and Figure 4 show a corresponding
scene in “Tenjin Goichidaiki” of both Rantokusai and Okumura Masanobu.

Sugawara Michizane appeared under a plum tree. He stands on the left, and the man

on the right side is his father. The picture by Okumura Masanobu has a different style
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with fewer details. The woman on the right side, Michizane’s mother, was also deleted
in the new version. However, the scheme of characters, houses, and trees is very similar.
As for the text, the old one just said “The birth of minister Kan; This picture showed the
birth of minister Kan. He appeared naturally under a plum tree. He said ‘my name is
Kansan. I have no father or mother.” Then he was raised and became the son of Lord
Koreyoshi.”

The newer one has a more detailed text: “In the time of the 54t emperor Ninmyo,
there was a man called Sugawara Koreyoshi. He was a man with great learning but no
child. He prayed for a child to gods every day. In the spring of 855, when he watched the
plum flowers in his garden, a little child suddenly appeared under the plum tree.
Koreyoshi asked the child, ‘where did you come from, who is your parent? The child
answered, ‘T have no father or mother. What I wish is to be your descendant.” The text
became more story-like compared to the simple explanation in the picture. However, the
contents are almost the same.

Actually, there are two forms of this kusazoshi existing today—one contains two
volumes and the other five. Their contents are the same, but the one with two volumes
took the first two volumes that appeared and the last three volumes of the five-volume
book combined. On the publishing catalogue of Nishimuraya Yohachi that year, this
book was with two volumes. However, the mark of the publisher appears on the top of
the book every 10 pages, five times. Traditionally, the mark only appears on the first
page of a volume. Therefore, I believe this book was planned to be a five-volume one at
the beginning.

There are two possible reasons that can be considered in establishing why it was
published in 2 volumes. First, the original book made by Okumura Masanobu was also
a two-volume book. The 2 volumes version may followed the original book. As for the
second reason, in the 2 volumes version of Tenjin Goichidaiki, a gorgeous cover called
kozei cover was used. This kind of cover was usually seen on the illustrated books of the
middle Edo-period. The two volumes version may have tried to give an impression of
antiquity. While for normal kizbyoshi of the time, creativity was valued. The authors
made many efforts to create new stories. However, these five volumes treat tradition as

important. People read them to know about history.

4. The five-volume illustrated books published in Kyoto and its vicinity

I talked about kusazoshi in Edo in the previous sections. However, the earliest
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illustrated books were published in Kyoto and its vicinity. There was also the five-
volume type among them. Their look is different from those in Edo. As an example, the
illustrated books in Kyoto and vicinity were usually bigger than those in Edo with a half
paper size (height 22-23 cm). Also, they had about 20 pages in each volume—twice from
those in Edo.

One of the representative five-volume illustrated book published in Kyoto was “Ehon
Taiheikoki,” published in 1793 by a publisher from Osaka. It does not contain a single
story, but many independent ones. Each story is told in 1-3 pictures. In the afterword,
the publisher stated that the book was based on a collection of essays called
“Wakantaiheikoki,” which was written by a Confucian scholar and it was full of criticism.
In the illustrated book, about half of the chapter had the same text as those essays
mentioned in the afterword. However, there were also many texts that could not be
found in the collection of essays. Most of them narrate the story of a historic novel called
“Taiheiki,” which is completely unrelated to “Wakantaiheikoki.” The reason why they
put so many stories from another novel into an illustrated book that claimed to be based
on a collection of essays could be the popularity of history and war chronicles, such as
“Taiheiki”. On the topside of a page, text was written in a cloud-shaped frame with a
simple description and comments about the story. For example, in Figure 5, the picture
shows a famous scene that how the man on the right called Moronao peep at the wife of
another man. This story is from Taiheiki. And in the text, it says “Lao-tse said it’s evil
to like pretty things. He’s words are right. Just like the horse of Nakatsuna and the wife
of Enya Takasada. People pursue for beautiful things and finally lose their life. A man
should be careful about this.”

Long novels published in Edo (Tokyo) in the late Edo period are known as late
yomihon. However, in Kyoto and the vicinity, novels called ehonyomihon (“illustrated
novel”) were also published at the same time. Fhonyomihon had about 10 pictures in
one volume with one to two per chapter. The first Ehonyomihon was said to be
“Ehontaikoki”, a biography of Toyotomi Hideyoshi. I believe that ehonyomihon was
highly influenced by the five volumes illustrated books. Because the form of them are
very similar. If the text in the cloud-shaped frame in the five-volume illustrated books
was made longer and placed on a different page, it would have the same form of an
ehonyomihon. Moreover, the illustrator of the first ehonyomihon, “Ehon Taikoki” was
Okada Gyokuzan. Before he took part in the publication of “Ehon Taikoki”, he had

already created several five-volume illustrated books like “Ehontaiheikoki”.
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Somehow people then began to prefer long stories, which caused these traditional five
volumes illustrated books to be transformed into new forms—gokan in Edo and

ehonyomihon in Kyoto and the vicinity.

5. Conclusion

Maybe the stories told in the five-volume illustrated books are seemingly
uninteresting to people today. However, they were popular for a long time in the Edo
period, and it is impossible to understand those times without looking into these books.
They reflect how people without extensive education, which was a large percentage of
the population, understood classic literature and history. Many illustrations are still
used today when a concrete image of some historical figure is needed. Moreover, the five-
volume kusazoshiwas one of the earliest long illustrated books, and it can be considered
the basis for the new literary genre appeared later, including gokan in Edo and

ehonyomihon in Kyoto and the vicinity.
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akahon period A}
readers=children [ kurohon aohon perio ibyoushi period

Ota Nanpo

readers=teengager |readers=adult

abstract of classic andtheme about current
{ theater society and fassion

fairy tales, present for
new year

1749 1 year old
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1775 27 years old
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[theme about current society and fassion
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Figure 1 A hypothesis about the statement in “Kikujuso
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The publication of 5 volumes kusazoshiin kibyoushiperiod
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Figure 2 The publication of the 5-volume kusazoshi in the kibyoshi period — Number of publications per

year
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Figure 3 the second page of “Tenjin Goichidaiki” by Rantokusai
4 3 Mt CRepE—EC) 1 T8 2T%K

Figure 4 the second page of “Tenjin Goichidaiki” by Okumura Masanobu
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Figure 5 Moronao peeping at the wife of Enya Takasada in “Ehon Taiheikoki”
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