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an episodic festschrift for Howard Hibbett

Japanese literature
of the Edo period (1600-1868)
rendered into English
by his former students

of which this is
the sixteenth volume



Santd Kyoden (1761-1816) has long been
esteemed as one of the great authors of the
popular literature of the late Edo period
(1600-1868). Not only is his name memorized
by students preparing for their college en-
trance examinations, it has, with the more
recent “Edo boom,” come to symbolize the
bubbly playfulness of Edo culture, almost to
the point of becoming a kind of mantra.

And yet, perhaps ironically, the new-
found availability of the man’s literary oeu-
vre is just as much cause for despair as for
celebration. For how can one hope to read his
staggering array of works in many different
genres? Kyoden produced over two hundred
kibyashi, for instance. This is an even more
impressive figure when one considers that
this accounts for approximately ten percent
of the estimated two thousand extant pieces
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produced by dozens if not hundreds of dif-
ferent authors.

Even more daunting than reading his
massive oeuvre is the need to read it care-
fully. More than most other genres, the
kibyoshi demands a close reading of seem-
ingly minor details. This is especially true of
Kyoden’s pieces, which may initially seem
disarmingly light and brief, but which, upon
further inspection, demand an- intimate
knowledge of many other unrelated genres,
media, and modes, visual as well as verbal.
When such disparate elements are playfully
made to collide together beautifully, the
kibyoshi effectively becomes the literary ver-
sion of a handheld sparkler.

One kibyoshi that particularly delighted
readers with its carefully wrought colorful-
ness is Triple-Striped Ueda Silk, Woven With
Playboys” Whims (Misujidachi kyaku no ki Ueda,
1787). Like many of the pieces that Kyoden
wrote and illustrated during the mid 1780s,
the famed publisher Tsutaya Jazaburd also
issued this one. The following translation,
based on the annotated version of the text in
Mizuno Minoru’s Santd Kydden no kibyodshi
(Yiiko shobo, 1975), comes from the third of
the three volumes of this kibydshi.
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The story begins with three affluent
voung townsmen—Baishi, Yaejird, and Ma-
tsutaro (pictured on the frontispieces at the
beginning of this essay)—who, bored with
the run-of-the-mill encounters in the pleasure
quarters, decide to hold a contest to see
which one of them can have the most un-
usual affair with a courtesan. Each volume is
devoted to one of these three playboys.

In the opening volume, Baishi brings his
five-year-old son to the Yoshiwara pleasure
quarter in order to appeal to the maternal
instincts of a courtesan. Unfortunately his
scheme backfires. The courtesan, instead of
finding any interest in Baishi, falls hard for
his son, while the little brat wets the bed of
luxurious five-layered silk, tips too liberally,
and quickly bankrupts his father.

In the second volume, Yaejird contrives
to gain public sympathy by cultivating a
sickly courtesan bound to die young. He lo-
cates just such a courtesan with the help of a
physiognomist and a fortuneteller. Yaejiro
pulls out all the stops in preparing for her
tragic death. But no sooner is his great me-
morial to her arranged, replete with flowers
and lanterns and ballads, than the courtesan
elopes with her young lover.



The final volume, by contrast, is a happy
comedy of reversals that nicely rounds off
the whole story. Matsutard is so much in love
with being in love that he prefers to pay
through the nose to keep his woman in servi-
tude as a courtesan rather than take her as
his wife. They carry on their passionate affair
into old age. Finally, Matsutard’s son, fed up
with Matsutard’s continued shenanigans,
forces the geriatric lovers into wedlock.

One of the many charms of this piece re-
sides in the subtle interconnections among
the three stories. In fact, these stories can be
read together as a progression of sorts, from
the parodied love of the five-year-old,
through the love of adults who refuse to let
death interfere, to the burlesqued love of a
couple in old age. These interconnections
assume visual form, too, for there are reso-
nances between the images of puppy love in
the first volume and the octogenarian love in
the last.

Here one senses Kyoden was exploiting
his experience as an artist, whose triptychs
often conveyed a similar sense of internal
contrast and balance in terms of such things
as social group, class, and age. It is also likely
that Kyoden was trying to create a similar
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correspondence in the sharebon, that genre of
urbane prose sketches of the pleasure quar-
ters. And indeed, as the pre-war critic Yama-
guchi Takeshi has noted, some phrases and
topics of conversation are repeated almost
verbatim in this kibyoshi and in Somagaki, a
famous sharebon that Kyoden published the
same year (Yamaguchi Takeshi chosakushii 3).

Kydden was too masterful a writer for
this similarity to have been mere coincidence,
let alone carelessness or laziness. Rather, he
must have done so deliberately, as an experi-
ment in drawing correspondences between
genres, showing how the contexts provided
by the sharebon and the kibydshi can create
two variant effects of the same words in the
minds of readers. But the enjoyment of the
complex interactions between the two ver-
sions were not meant for everyone; it was a
privilege reserved only for the most savvy of
Kyoden's readers.

Sophisticated, funny, and thoroughly
steeped in the adult world of the pleasure
quarters, Kyoden's Tripple-Striped Ueda Silk
may actually represent the swan song of its
genre. For the following vyear, the reform
movement that would all but destroy the
kibyoshi would be launched in earnest. Not
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long after, Kyoden himself would be cen-
sured, the sharebon would be no more, and
the spectacular fireworks of the late 1780s
would recede into memory.



