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INTRODUCTION

Ichiyiisai Kuniyoshi —525E 5, probably the most important of all
nishiki’e #i#% caricaturists of the late Edo period, was born in the
eleventh month of Kansei 9 (1st January 1798) in Edo’s Nihonbashi. At
the age of 13, he became a member of Utagawa Toyokuni )11 I’s
(1769-1825) ukiyoe school. From Bunsei 10 (1827), when he published
his Tsizoku Suikoden goketsu 108nin no hitori @B /KEHEZ BT AAZ
—{i& (One Hundred and Eight Heroes of the Popular Suikoden, One by
One), he was famous as a designer of warrior-hero pictures, so much so
that his contemporaries gave him the epithet musha e no Kuniyoshi i34
¥z [EF, warrior-picture Kuniyoshi.

When in the sixth month of Tenpd 13 (1842) the production of
pictures depicting actors (yakusha’e #%#&#z) or courtesans and geishas
(bijinga 3= A #) was prohibited in the course of the so-called Tenpd
reforms, this constituted a severe blow to the nishiki’e world as a whole,
since actors and courtesans had been among the most popular nishiki’e
motives. Kuniyoshi, however, managed to make a virtue out of necessity,
designing a great number of caricatures, some of them satirizing the
reforms themselves and immediately stirring a craze among the public. In
the fall of 1855 and still at the height of success, Kuniyoshi, however,
suffered a cerebral apoplexy that caused his drawing skills to wane
dramatically. He nonetheless continued to work, creating a wealth of
further caricatures up until his death in Bunkyti 1 (1861).

BURLESQUE AND POLITICAL SATIRE IN THE
DOKE JORURI-ZUKUSHI SERIES
In this paper, | would like to analyze a number of sheets from
Kuniyoshi’s series Dake joruri-zukushi @455 #; (Sundry Burlesque
Versions of Popular Puppet Plays). This series consists of 10 oban-sized
sheets printed with two scenes in the horizontal chizban format (H =T
#7) each and published by Hayashiya Shogord in the course of the
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eleventh and twelfth month of Ansei 2 (1855-1856).! Together, the series
depicts 20 scenes from kabuki dramas based on joruri puppet plays that
were popular among Edo townspeople of the day. All designs offer
amusing re-interpretations of these well-known theater scenes, in most
cases in what, at first sight, appears to be a simply burlesque manner,
inducing laughter on the part of the viewer by the incongruity between
the heroic quality of the original and the vulgar, topical or lowly content
to which it is being twisted. In some cases, however, as | shall
demonstrate below, they clearly involved political parody as well. The
“critical difference” (Linda Hutcheon) with which the designs imitated
their heroic models, was not directed, however, at the originals
themselves. Rather, another “hidden” message can be detected behind the
representations, a message satirizing contemporary politics in an age
when such political satire was, of course, strictly banned by the
authorities.

The first sheet that | would like to introduce here is the one devoted
to the Mikasayama goten no ba =4 [LififE D% (Mount Mikasa Palace
Scene), act 4 of the famous Chikamatsu Hanji play Imoseyama onna
teikin 75 1L Zc 23 (Couple Mountain, or Homely Morals for Women)
(Figure 1).

Figure 1. Imoseyama onna teikin: Mikasayama goten no ba, from the series Doke
Jjoruri-zukushi by Ichiytsai Kuniyoshi, published Ansei 2.12. Private collection,
Vienna, Austria.

First staged in Meiwa 8 (1771) at the Takemoto-za in Osaka, it
immediately became tremendously popular, so that it was brought to the
kabuki stage within the year, at the equally Osaka-based Ogawa-za. The

1 The series can be viewed online at the searchable database UVDB, n° 21004-1
to 21004-10. See also Brandl 2009, pp. 173-192.
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overall plot draws on the seventh-century fight for political supremacy
between Soga no Iruka and Tenchi Tennd’s loyal retainer Fujiwara no
Kamatari. The act opens with Soga no Iruka, who is planning to usurp
the throne, holding a feast in celebration of the completion of his
gorgeous mansion at Mount Mikasa, which he has built in the likeness of
the Imperial Palace, and the arrival of Kanawa Gord, disguised as the
fisherman Fukashichi, who comes as a messenger of Kamatari with a gift
of saké and a letter of congratulation. Iruka, suspecting that the saké may
be poisoned, does not take it, so Fukashichi drinks it all and lies on the
raised floor when all others have gone. He then becomes the object of an
attempted assassination. In a famous moment, he deftly avoids spears
that are thrust up at him through the floor, shortly before ladies-in-
waiting appear to serve poisoned saké to him in another of Iruka’s
attempt at killing him. It is this famous scene that is also represented on
Kuniyoshi’s print, with the notable difference that there is nothing heroic
about the depiction of Fukashichi. Rather, he lies asleep with inebriation
in the manner of a vulgar drunkard, not even able to avoid being played
silly tricks upon by Iruka’s ladies-in-waiting.

There is reason to suspect that there was historically true “news”
behind this irreverent twist of the famous kabuki scene. In the fifth
month of Ansei 2 (1855), troops from the Matsumae domain had burnt
down a Russian encampment in the Northern Ezo territory (today
Sakhalin).? The fact that Soga no Iruka’s father had answered to the name
of Emishi 13, additionally written exactly the same as Ezo 1%,
provides an easy associational link to the term Ezo. The takamakura or
high pillow the fisherman Fukashichi’s head is resting upon, as well as
the opened fan that he is holding, called suehiro in Japanese, together
pictorially suggest the name of Matsumae Takahiro fagis25L, the then
lord of the Matsumae domain. On the fisherman’s tobacco pouch, the
characters hi no yajin ‘XK ® M.y, or “Beware of fire hazard!” allude to the
burnt-down encampment. One of the ladies-in-waiting is holding a
centerpiece with a miniature pine tree décor, but upside down, which,
translated into words, reads sagarimatsu. This hints at the Matsumae
domain the name of which of course contains the word matsu, as well as
at the fact that the lord of Matsumae had received from the government a
domain in the Dewa region only recently, transforming him into a
daimyo with a revenue of 30,000 koku of rice and allowing him to
descend (sagaru) from his domain in Hokkaidd to Japan’s main island.

2 Kodama 1972, p. 292.
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Obviously, Kuniyoshi was making fun of this vulgarly-behaved
parvenu daimyo by depicting him in the role of the fisherman Fukashichi
of the theater play, badly fitting into the formal long-legged trousers of a
nobleman that he wears, and, utterly unfamiliar with the refined behavior
suitable to a high-class man of arms, letting himself go like a despicable
drunkard. Probably, in the eyes of Kuniyoshi, the role of a fisherman
suited Takahiro all the better, considering that the Matsumae family was
known to have amassed their wealth through the exploitation of
fishermen. If we compare the face of the fisherman Fukashichi on
Kuniyoshi’s picture to that shown on the photograph of Matsumae
Takahiro preserved in the Matsumae Museum of Local History
(Matsumae Kyddo Shirydkan), we find that they are as alike as
Tweedledum and Tweedledee. Takahiro had become lord of the
Matsumae domain in Kaei 2 (1849), when the former lord, his brother,
died. In Bunkyl 3 (1863), he advanced to the post of government
magistrate of temples and shrines (jisha bugya), and later on, he was
even appointed commander-in-chief of the government army and navy,
as well as member of the Bakufu senate.® In other words, he was one of
the main governmental figures during the last days of the Tokugawa
shogunate.

As far as Kuniyoshi is concerned, his critique of the Matsumae
family probably went back to the year Koka 4 (1847), the date at which
he most probably, as | shall argue below, designed the print entitled
Zensei kogane no hana #R%#54:1E (“Splendors of Flowers of Gold”)
(Figure 2),* although it was published only as late as in the twelfth month
of Ansei 5 (1859) by Yamaguchiya Tdobei.

Figure 2. Zensei kogane no hana by Ichiytisai Kuniyoshi, published
Ansei 5.12. Courtesy of Isao Toshihiko.

3 Nihonshi daijiten, vol. 6, p. 334.
4 UVDB, n° 30019.
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It depicts a crowd from all strays of life, struggling with one another to
snatch the gold coins a man, standing in the right part of the picture, is
scattering on the ground before them. At first sight, this scene seems to
be a literal illustration of a legendarily famous story, that of Kinokuniya
Bunzaemon (-1734). Kibun, as he was also called, had amassed a fortune
in his business of shipping mandarins from Kishi to Edo, and the story
had it that, one day, he gathered all of Yoshiwara’s oiran around him in
the licensed pleasure quarter’s banquet hall and there threw his money
around in the literal sense of the word.

There is good reason to think, however, that Kuniyoshi had a similar
episode but closer to his own lifetime in mind when he drew this picture.
In the third month of Tenmei 8 (1788), Matsumae Yorisada #2ij4&5¢ had
become the talk of the town when he ransomed Segawa ##)!l, the then
most favored and highest ranking oiran, for the fabulous sum of 500 gold
ryé. Yorisada was the younger brother of Matsumae Michihiro #2ijiE A,
the then lord of the Matsumae domain. Active also as a kyoka poet by the
alias of Sasaba Suzunari f%E&5pk, this Matsumae Yorisada, writing
under the pen name of Matsumae Bunkyd #2/ij3CA, was a major
luminary of the gesaku literature of his days.> With this information in
mind, let us now come back to Kuniyoshi’s picture. There, in the
foreground, at the feet of the man throwing the coins, we see a servant
pointing at his master with a fan inscribed with the Chinese characters 2
matsu, for Matsumae, three parallel lines for JI| kawa, for Segawa /11,
and 77 take, for Sasaba #ZE. In addition, he is wearing a black haori that
displays the hanabishi-mon, the rhombus-shaped flower of the Matsumae
family crest.

In the Matsumae domain, the lords had installed a fishery tenancy
system that covered the whole of Hokkaido and in which the local
population, including the native Ainu, were kept like slaves. By means of
this inhuman system, the Matsumae lords had amassed immense amounts
of money. In Koka 4 (1847), Matsuura Takeshird #2 i # P4 &5, an
assiduous explorer of Ainu people and life, published a work entitled
Himeokubeshi f4 3 < ~ 1L (Top Secret!), in which he described the
reign of terror the Matsumae had established within their domain as well
as the miserable life the Ainu were forced to lead there. The Edo
intelligentsia was deeply shocked by this report, and reacted with heart-
felt commiseration for the Ainu as well as severe condemnation of the
Matsumae régime.5

5 Inoue 1983, pp. 10-11.
6 Yoshida 1967, p. 42.
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To my mind, it is highly probable that Kuniyoshi designed his
Zensei kogane no hana in the wake of the publication of Himeokubeshi,
depicting an incident in which a member of the Matsumae family,
although some 60 years earlier, had displayed a similar impudence and
relentlessness to the one the book had just uncovered, splashing the
money about that his family had earned by the unjust exploitation of
slave labor, and for completely trivial pursuits at a time when, in Tenmei
8 (1788) or the peak of the so-called Tenmei famine, millions of his
fellow countrymen were starving. Despite the much later publication of
the print in the twelfth month of Ansei 5 (1859) as indicated by its
censor’s seal, the fact that Kuniyoshi had suffered his stroke back in
Ansei 2 (1855) makes it highly implausible that he designed it at as late
as 1859 when he was no longer able to produce such refined drawings.
Conversely, dating it back to Koka 4 (1847) would bring its origin to a
time when Kuniyoshi drew quite a number of similar designs, such as for
example the triptych Nemuke-zamashi’ (Figure 3), which, like Zensei
kogane no hana, also involved a multitude engaged in lively action and
that equally stand out for their sophisticated composition of motion
sequences and their wealth of colorful details.®

Figure 3. Nemuke-zamashi by Ichiyiisai Kuniyoshi, published between Koka 3.12
and Kaei 1. Courtesy of Isao Toshihiko.

" UVDB, n° 30022.

8 A number of other examples of woodblock prints by Kuniyoshi the designs of
which went back to the Koka era, but that were published only as late as during
the Ansei period, are discussed in Burandoru 2006, p. 10. Obviously, publishers
felt that with Kuniyoshi’s waning drawing abilities and his enduring popularity
among consumers, prints by him would still sell even if the designs were old.



BRANDL 63

A POSTERIORI SATIRICAL INTERPRETATIONS
Let us now come back to the Doke joruri-zukushi series and consider
the sheet representing act 7 of Kanadehon chashingura {4 FA< 0 j
and act 3 of Yoshitsune senbon-zakura %4 respectively (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Kanadehon chiishingura 7danme and Yoshitsune senbonzakura 3 no
kiri, from the series Déke joruri-zukushi by Ichiytisai Kuniyoshi, published
Ansei 2.11. Private collection, Vienna, Austria.

The Kanadehon chashingura scene is the one set in a tea house in the
Gion-machi pleasure quarter. Upon realizing that both the courtesan
Okaru at the second floor above him and the villain Ono Kudayt from
his hiding place under the veranda got glimpses of the secret letter that he
had been reading, the faithful retainer Oboshi Yuranosuke asks Okaru to
scale down the ladder and come to him because they have to talk. On
stage, we would see Yuranosuke heaving Okaru down the ladder. In the
burlesque version of the Doke joruri-zukushi series, however, both Okaru
and the ladder fall onto Yuranosuke, while Kudayii creeps out from
under the veranda with a stupid grin on his face.

Interestingly, there is at least one extant specimen of the print that
has two texts pasted to its reverse side that provide an explanation or,
rather, an interpretation of the pictures (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Reverse side of figure 4, with written explanations pasted to it.
Private collection, Vienna, Austria.

Both refer to the sudden and mysterious death of the thirteenth shogun
Tokugawa lesada, and to the rumors that surrounded it. Indeed, word was
spread among the citizens of Edo that lesada had been poisoned by
members of the faction of Tokugawa Nariaki, the lord of Mito, who
wanted his son Hitotsubashi Yoshinobu to become the fourteenth shogun.
The conspiracy, however, was uncovered by the great-chancellor li
Naosuke, and Tokugawa Nariaki as well as the other members of the
Hitotsubashi faction were severely punished.® Many nishiki’e caricatures
were published on the occasion,*® but what is striking in this context is
the fact that the death of the thirteenth shogun of course occurred on the
sixth day of the seventh month of Ansei 5 (1858), or the eighth day of the
eighth month of the same year according to its official proclamation,
whereas the print of the Dake joruri-zukushi series was published, as we
have seen, already back in Ansei 2 (1855). That is to say, the
interpretation of the picture given on its reverse side refers to events that
occurred three years after the publication of the print and which,
therefore, the picture could not possibly have taken up as its subject, if

9 Konishi 1972, pp. 119-132.
10 See UVDB, n° 20006, 20010, 30026, 30029.
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the date seal on the print is correct, which we have no reason to doubt.
For the Kanadehon chiishingura scene this text reads:

ER B E

B EOB) -~ KRR

BND N —IEOE

KT N KEE#% OSFERE (T e D)

HER
INENIHE—VIBICRK T2 EDEAL I DL BEICL L5 E BN
LILE—Y B0 £ 2 O THEIANATILED HEBOKFABBWII Y O
FVNWEFIZRY LERD FITEDLLRFRAES E TREL TV KH
LS SV LIIWELTIDZSESERTEDLWLTWAFTZRY
H BT H IR 0Tz bl

FURIFAFT AR DR DLV EONS JAL D

RE<REIZA LR DL

Chiishingura shichi danme

Yuranosuke wa Mito go-inkyo-ko

O-Karu wa Hitotsubashi no waka

Kudayii wa Ota Bingo no kami Suketomo

Sono wake

Koishikawa-ko Hitotsubashi ni tenka o torasen to urabashigo yori
chikamichi ni shiyo to omoishi tokoro sono Hitotsubashi yarisokonaite
ochita tokoro wa shita ni iru Yura no Mito-k6 6i ni umeki iizama ni
narishi koto mata en no shita ni oru Kudayii wa ima made inkyo shite
ita Ota-ké kurai tokoro kara haidashite kono so6dé o mite takawarai
shite iru tokoro nari

Yura no go-monsho aoi no katachi nari

Kudayii monsho Ota no ya no yaritagai ni mitateru

Yoku yoku hanji mirubeshi

Chiishingura, act 7

Yuranosuke is the retired lord of Mito

O-Karu is the young lord Hitotsubashi

Kudayi is Ota Suketomo, the governor of Bingo province

Explanation:

This is the scene when the lord of Koishikawa, wanting to have
Hitotsubashi take over the world, was thinking of having him climb to

Y That is, Tokugawa Nariaki, the former lord of Mito, whose residence in Edo
was located in the Koishikawa district.
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power by the shortcut of a hidden ladder. Hitotsubashi, however,
stumbled and fell right upon Yuranosuke who was left moaning with
pain. Further, we also see lord Ota,*? who had been waiting under the
veranda, come forth from his dark hiding place and burst out in roaring
laughter.

The family crest on the garment of Yura[nosuke] is hollyhock-flower-
shaped.®®

The family crest on the garment of Kudayt is reminiscent of crossed
arrows.*

This is a picture to be examined and interpreted very, very carefully!

The second scene on the sheet is dedicated to act 3 of Yoshitsune
senbon-zakura. Set in a sushi shop, it centers on lgami no Gonta, the son
of the shop’s owner, and his sacrifice. Once a vile scoundrel, Gonta has
discovered that his father served the Taira in the past, and he is
determined, therefore, to save Taira no Koremori and his family for the
slaying of whom Kajiwara Genta, a retainer of the evil Minamoto no
Yoritomo, is offering a huge head-money. He professes having killed
Koremori, his wife and child, and now has to produce their severed heads
before Genta as proof of his deed. The heads, however, in fact are those
of his follower Kokingo and of his own wife and young son. Unaware of
the fact and wrathful at what he believes his son has done to Koremori,
Yazaemon, Gonta’s father, stabs his son to death. In the print’s comic
version of the scene, everybody looks in dismay at the head produced by
Gonta, which is, in fact, nothing but a pumpkin with a face painted on it.

The explanatory text pasted to the back of this scene runs as follows:

TARS LLODBE
BRI /AT ] sy 20
NIEART AR PHE <1 20

12 This refers to Ota Suketomo KM% 44 (1799-1867), a former member of the
shogunate’s senate, who had been forced to resign from his office because of his
opposition to the Tenpo reforms in Tenpo 12 (1841), at which time he also had
abdicated from his position as the lord of the Omi Kakegawa domain and passed
it on to his eldest son. In 1858, however, li Naosuke, a representative of the so-
called Nanki-ha F§#fcJk, the faction opposed to Tokugawa Nariaki and his
Hitotsubashi faction’s politics of a rapprochement between the bakufu
government and the tennd house, was appointed chancellor and he called
Suketomo back to his former governmental position.

13 The three-leafed hollyhock flower, aoi, was the crest of the Tokugawa family.
14 Ya no yaritagai, the crest of the Ota family.
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BHENA—IEAD
MEARNRFRER A\ K BEYEL TS E0s
HER

HKIFEE LD =R LHSBEEA ST HEFT > THIE

X &AM I 0 EE =M LEZHERDOEEE /D SV
LTI ->THY LEENTEH o At LETLoS
RHLARIZTEELZHOSE LML IS BERDEN

Y BLTESRTNEDLRIZLIZE TUENELEWVSED
I ELLKIFALAB L

Senbon-zakura sushiya no dan

Kajiwara wa Ishikawa Tosa no kami ka

Yazaemon wa Hongé Tango no kami ka

O-Moto wa Hitotsubashi-ko ka

Gonta wa oku-wakashii Shiga Kinpachi kaerichiishin seppuku shite
hateru to iu

Sono wake

Suifu-ko Ki no ke ni imada go-yokun on-irazu ni sono kubi utte daseyo
to Ishikawa yori Shiga ni kotozukeshi 0 Gonta no Shiga Kinpachi isai
shochi shite utte mairishi o sashidasu kubi-jikken seshi tokoro motte no
hoka naru shina nite mina kimo o tsubuseshi nari korera mo Gonta no
Kinpachi kaeri-chii shite tonasu kabocha ni shita tote bakaseshi to iu
koto ka

Yoku yoku hanji mirubeshi

The act in the sushi shop from Senbon-zakura

Kajiwara might be Ishikawa, the governor of Tosa province

Yazaemon might be Hongo, the governor of Tango province

O-Moto might be lord Hitotsubashi

Gonta is Shiga Kinpachi'® who, having changed sides, ended his life by
committing suicide.

Explanation:

The Lord of the Palace at the Bottom of the Sea'® had Ishikawa!’ tell
Shiga that he should cut off the head of the house of Ki before he

15 Shiga Kinpachi was the young body servant of the shogun lesada who was said
to have poisoned him at the command of Tokugawa Nariaki.

16 Suifu-kd, that is, the lord of Mito, Tokugawa Nariaki, who had brought
together the two schools of underwater fighting that existed in his domain under
the name of suifu-ryi.

17 That is, Ishikawa Masahira 4 !l %, the governor of Tosa and a close
factionist of Nariaki.
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would enter [the shogun’s palace] as prince.'® Gonta, alias Shiga
Kinpachi, agreed and went to kill [Yoshitomi], but when he actually
came to display the severed head, there were incredible things in the
barrel where the head was supposed to be and everybody was
dumbfounded. This might mean that Gonta alias Kinpachi, having
changed sides, ridiculed the lord, saying that he had replaced the head
with all kinds of pumpkins and squashes.

This is a picture to be examined and interpreted very, very carefully!

Here, the explanation of the picture’s “true meaning” confronts us
with yet another speculation concerning Tokugawa Nariaki’s role in the
political struggle about succession to the position of the shogun, that is,
that he not only had lesada, the thirteenth shogun, poisoned, but that he
also plotted the assassination of Tokugawa Yoshitomi, the succession
candidate opposed to the one he himself favored.

Be that as it may, it should be emphasized once more in this
connection that the picture itself or its designer could not possibly have
intended this meaning originally, since the print was published some
three years prior to the events to which the interpretation tries to relate it.
This, of course, is a paradox not at all easy to explain, nor do we know—
or have means by which to establish with any certainty—who was
responsible for pasting these a posteriori interpretations to the reverse
side of the print. It could have been a collector interested in history who
made these interpretations only for himself, but it could also have been
that these interpretations were made already back in 1858 or shortly
thereafter in order to circulate rumors—whether with or without the
prints’ publisher’s cooperation, we equally do not know. In order to solve
this riddle, information from print specialists or collectors who
discovered similar specimens of these two prints would be highly
welcome.

There are, however, examples of nishiki’e caricatures that shortly
after their publication intentionally received false a posteriori
interpretations which related the prints to events that occurred subsequent
to their publication. Doke kyoga & {t4E 1 (Figure 6), designed by
Yoshikazu & and published by Kakumotoya Kinjird, constitutes such
an example.®

18 That is, kill Tokugawa Yoshitomi &)11B2%%, the lord of Kii, who was the
candidate for succession to lesada as the fourteenth shogun favored by the Nanki-
ha, the faction opposed to Nariaki.

19 For a detailed interpretation of this print, see UVDB, n° 10074.



BRANDL 69

Figure. 6: Doke kyaga by Ichijusai Yoshikazu, published Ansei 5.4.
Private collection, Vienna, Austria.

With the censor’s seal reading uma4 -, its date of publication was the
fourth month of Ansei 5 (1858). According to Minami Kazuo, an essay
dated Ansei 5.8 and entitled Nyoza rosen-kyo kibun 42 I fifs Ji f B
(Notes of One Sitting in a Sinking Boat) which was discovered in the
Edo mansion of the lord of the Matsushiro #2{% domain, included an
interpretation of Dake kyoga from 8th month of Ansei 5 that explained
the meaning of the print as actually depicting the events surrounding the
thirteenth shogun Iesada’s death as well as the purported role of
Tokugawa Nariaki in it as part of his overall attempt at usurping the
shogunate. Minami argues that all the elements of this interpretation,
referring to events that took place several months after the publication of
the print, must, therefore, be erroneous. He adds that there is yet another
extant source that gives an explanation of the meaning of the one and
same Dake kyaga diametrically opposed to that of the Matsushiro essay.
This is Sanjo-ke monjo =%:% 3 (Collected Writings of the Sanjo
Family), containing writings by the hand of Sanjo Sanetsumu =457
(1802-1859) as well as of his son Sanetomi (1837-1891). Sanetsumu
was naidaijin PWKEL at the tennd’s court in Kyoto and a very close
confident of Komei Tennd. Planning to restore the Tenno house to
political power, he is known to have corresponded with Tokugawa
Nariaki during the years immediately prior to the thirteenth shogun
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Iesada’s death, and to have advocated a thorough change in the politics
the bakufu followed under its then chancellor li Naosuke, with the result
of the bakufu forcing him to step down from his office in 1858 when
Tokugawa Nariaki’s plot against the shogun was uncovered. It is not
surprising, therefore, that in Sanetsumu’s own interpretation of the Doke
kyoga, he writes that the print in fact had been ordered by li Naosuke
with the intention of circulating rumors that would discredit Nariaki. For
Minami, the interesting point lies not in which of these two
interpretations was more or less accurate, but rather in the fact that, for
one and the same print, there circulated at least two radically different
versions as to its intended meaning depending on the point of view, one
in Edo among supporters of the Bakufu and one in Kyoto among
supporters of the tennd.?°

Taken together, these few examples reflect the situation of political
nishiki’e caricatures in the Bakumatsu period. Because of the severe
censorship, it was impossible to depict events realistically. Rather, they
had to be hidden under parodies or travesties difficult to decipher, which
is precisely why they often ended up being misinterpreted or over-
interpreted.

Of course, we are unable to confirm today with certitude who was
responsible for the sometimes obviously mistaken or even intentionally
false interpretations that arose concerning one and the same print. Were
top politicians such as li Naosuke really responsible for the publication
of such sheets and/or for spreading word about their possible meaning, as
suggested by the Sanjo-ke monjo? This would mean that even the ruling
elite tried to use the nishiki’e caricature genre as a means with which to
make propaganda among the commoner population. And it would also
mean that they were keen to have the commoner population on their side,
even making use of a genre of publications that members of the political
elites had tried to curtail as much as possible a few years ago. Or did the
publishers themselves spread word about the meaning of a specific print,
even when it alluded to events evidently subsequent to its prior
publication and even when this meant to assign a meaning to a pre-
existing print that could not possibly have taken up the subject, simply
because it was published prior to the event the interpretation purported it
to depict? Would they have done so in order to enhance the sales of
already existing, but still unsold prints dedicated to earlier events, or
were they themselves taking sides in politics? Or had it simply become a
game amongst the commoner population of the days, usually the main

20 Minami 1998, pp. 249-257.
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consumers of nishiki’e, to find a hidden meaning behind each and every
print that purported to be doke, or “critically different to the norm” as one
might also translate the term, and one which had to do with high politics?
Or did it suffice to declare, by the title, that prints were kyoga, “crazy
pictures” in order to trigger speculations about their meanings concerning
politics, and this within each stratum of society, that is, among those who
were supposed to do politics, the samurai nobility, pro-shogunate or not,
as well as among the Kyoto nobility, and also amongst, not to forget, the
commoner population itself, perhaps increasingly curious to understand
what high politics, by definition beyond what should be their concern,
were all about? (translated by S. Formanek)
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