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The research project surveyed and photo?raphed woodblock print books in the
Art Institute of Chicago. Focusing on books related to classical Japanese literature and the
Thirty-Six Immortal Poets in particular, this research project considered the reception and
pictorialization of the Thirty-Six Immortal Poets in the Edo period. In the mid-Edo period, "One
Poem Immortal Poets" editions were published with both portraits of the poets and illustrations
depicting the contents of the poems. These illustrations depicting people in contemporary clothing
and settings revolutionized the typical classical depiction of the Immortal Poets. The ways that
classical literature permeated popular culture of the day can be followed through the trends of
illustrations of the Immortal Poets. Centering on the depiction of Ono no Komachi, the research
project demonstrated that clever changes to the depiction of the poet and her poems create a *“
mitate,” a parodic or humorous interpretation of her poems.
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(1) For many years, Japanese works of art in collections on the East coast of America
have drawn considerable attention (Murase, Miyeko. 1992.

. lwanami Shoten). Several East coast collections contain exceptional
works and have been surveyed and studied; the Burke Collection (previously in
Washington DC, currently in Minnesota; Association of Scientific Research on
Historic and Artistic Works of Japan. Painting and Sculpture of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York 1992; Murase, Miyeko. Bridge of Dreams: The Mary
Griggs Burke Collection of Japanese Art 2000), the Boston Museum of Fine Arts,
Massachusetts (Tokyo National Museum et al. Japanese Masterpieces from the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 2012), the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art
(Association of Scientific Research on Historic and Artistic Works of Japan. Painting
and Sculpture of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 1991), the Spencer
Collection in the New York Public Library (Park Uhnsook. "lllustrated Books of the
Late Edo Japan: The Mitchell Collection in the New York Public Library's Spencer
Collection.” Journal of East Asian Libraries No 87, 1989), and the Sackler and Freer
Gallery in the Smithsonian, Washington DC (Kokubunken Shiryokan. Kasen'e of the
Edo period (1600-1868): the transformation and originality of the courtly beauty in
ehon (illustrated books) 2009). However, the focus of these surveys of art objects,
including hanging scrolls , illustrated scrolls , and picture albums :
in East Coast institutions has left out both woodblock printed books and collections
in the Midwest and West coast of the United States.

(2) The Art Institute of Chicago (AIC) houses an impressive array of Japanese art
objects and is comparable to the previously studied East coast collections. The AIC
also houses a remarkable library of early-modern woodblock print books

(more than 1,700 titles), yet there is no searchable database for these books and the
books have not yet been digitized. Though the National Institute of Japanese
literature (NIJL) has recently combined the Union Catalogue of Early Japanese
Books and the Union Catalogue of Early Japanese Books in Europe, the AIC
collection is not included in either of these databases.

(3) The Ryerson library, which would go on to form the core of the AIC collection, was
already known in the 1920’s for its large-scale Japanese book collection that
numbered more than one hundred volumes, many of which were related to kimono
design (FW.G. "Japanese Books in the Ryerson Library." Bulletin of the Art Institute
of Chicago (1907-1951) 14, no 3, 1920). In 1931 a descriptive catalogue of the
collection was printed numbering just under 1,000 titles (Art Institute of Chicago,
and Kenji Toda. Descriptive catalogue of Japanese and Chinese illustrated books in
the Ryerson Library of the Art Institute of Chicago 1931). Of the many titles in the
collection, only a few surveys of early-modern kimono pattern books have been
published (Boettcher, Cheryl. The Kimono Imagined 1987, Siffert, Betty Y. "'Hinagata
Bon'": TheArt Ingtitute of Chicago Collection of Kimono Pattern Books.” Art Institute of Chicago
Museum Sudies, Vol. 18, No. 1, 1992).

(1) Surveys of artworks and early-modern Japanese books in collections outside
Japan must first begin by examining the catalogues or available records of the
institution before visiting the collection. Many of these collections are extremely
large, so a focal point must be chosen for the survey, for instance works related to
classical literature like the Tale of Genji. Then when surveying items in person, it is
invaluable to both take notes and as many photographs as possible to compare with
online image databases of items in Japanese collections. Items in US collections can
oftentimes revolutionize the state of the field. For instance, the earliest “saga-bon”
first moveable-type print version of the Thirty-Six Immortal Poets was believed to
be in the Tenri Library, however an even earlier and more elaborately decorated
version was found in the Sackler and Freer Gallery in the Smithsonian, Washington
DC (Kokubunken Shiryokan 2009). Therefore, the goal of all research on early-
modern books outside Japan must be to make items in these collections available to



researchers in Japan. Along with photographs and detailed records of the
dimensions and design of each title, introductions to these works must be published
in Japanese journals as well as international journals.

(2) In the case of the AIC, kimono pattern books have been the focus of most research,
but this is only a small fraction of the collection and the research has been published
solely in English.

(3) The goal of the present research project was to respond to both the need for
further research and survey data on early-modern Japanese print books in US
collections as well as more in depth research on the wide range of books in the AIC.
Therefore, this project focused on books related to classical Japanese literature, in
particular the Tale of Genji and the Thirty-Six Immortal Poets.

(1) This research project began first by carefully going over the printed descriptive
catalogue of the AIC (Toda 1931) and an excel file provided by the institute. After
selecting titles to be surveyed, the first trip to the AIC took place in March 2019.
During this trip, the primary investigator worked with both AIC staff and other
researchers from Japan to both photograph and survey works in the AIC collection.
A second trip planned for March, 2020 was canceled due to the novel Coronavirus
(COVID-19) pandemic. At this point, because the primary investigator could no
longer go to the AIC in person, the primary investigator utilized digital images taken
on previous trips to continue research. After international travel was again resumed,
the primary investigator performed a final survey trip to the AIC in August, 2023.

(2) As the focus of this research project is on items related to classical Japanese
literature, the primary investigator began researching an illustrated book in the
collection titled Kohaku genji (Red and White Genji), an early Edo period
contemporary translation of the Tale of Genji and illustrated editions of the Thirty-
Six Immortal Poets. The original Thirty-Six Immortal Poets were chosen by
Fujiwara no Kinto who chose a total of 150 poems for the thirty-six poets. This was
followed by a second version by Fujiwara no Shunzei who chose 108 poems. Texts
that only present one poem for each poet are called "One Poem Immortal Poet" texts.
Given that there are 215 poems (discounting the overlap between the Kinto and
Shunzei versions), it would seem that an innumerable number of "One Poem"
versions could be created, however surveys of premodern manuscripts have
discovered only six or seven variants ( 2004 ).
This research project set out to discover which variants are represented in the print
versions held by the AIC.

(1) The primary investigator first discussed the Kohaku genji woodblock print book
in the AIC collection. Prior to the publication of the Kohaku genji, a contemporary
Japanese translation of two chapters of the Tale of Genji, by Baio, there was a
flourishing tradition of criticism and instruction of the Tale of Genji. Previous
scholarship has discussed the “accuracy” and style of Baio’s work, but has often
criticized the fact that he embellished the narrative. This research demonstrates
that Baio employed three techniques in his translation including literal translation,
rewording in Edo period slang, and adding and embellishing the text. However, it is
through these embellishments that Baio’s objective for writing the work becomes
clear, he is not simply translating Genyji, he is creating a textbook for children,
specifically girls like his daughter. (
1-8 2020 1 )

(2) The primary investigator began in depth research into the variants of Thirty-Six
Immortal Poets texts held in the AIC by focusing on two texts, the Rokuroku shisho
compiled by Kitamura Kigin and the Kasen esho illustrated by Kita Busei.
Considering the different poems chosen for these texts and the differing ways that
the poems and poets are depicted, the primary investigator discussed the differing
types of poetry chosen for each variant and demonstrated the ways that depictions
of Ono no Komachi evolved over the Edo period. (



- 29 20-40 2020 10 )

(3) Shindo Kyozo ( 2004 ) identified six or seven “variants,” of the thirty-
six poems found in manuscripts and print versions of "One Poem Immortal Poet" texts
produced between the 12t" century and the end of the Edo period. However, Shindo
does not consider two monochrome print versions of the "One Poem Immortal Poet"
illustrated by the famous ukiyo-e artist Suzuki Harunobu. The first Ehon hana-
kazura ( ) was printed in Meiwa year 1, 1764. The second Ehon sazare-ishi
( ) was printed two years later in 1766. Both books were inscribed by
Naniwa Tokusoshi (dates unknown) who collaborated with Harunobu on several
other projects. The primary investigator demonstrated that the pictorializations of
the poems, depicted using contemporary Edo fashions and settings, are connected to
the comments by Tokusoshi in the margins and create a “mitate,” a parodic or
humorous interpretation of the poems. (
- - 1-15 2021

1)

(4) The primary investigator discovered what may be the earliest version of a new
variant of the "One Poem Immortal Poet" texts. Beginning in the late Momoyama period
(1568-1600) to the beginning of the Edo period (1603-1868), editions of the "One Poem
Immortal Poets" were printed in both moveable type and woodblock print editions, but
almost all extant texts are based on either the Shusuisho or the Kasensho variants. A
woodblock print illustrated by Suzuki Harunobu titled "Sazareishi" was published in
1766. In this text, the Thirty-Six Immortal Poets are given a new group of poems, more
than half not chosen by Kinto or Shunzei. This text may either be a very early version or
the base text for the Orai-A Type identified by Fujita Yoji (

68 1999 9 ). The Sazareishi had three main sales points: First,
illustrations by the famous Ukiyo-e artist Suzuki Harunobu. Second, the new and unique
poem choices and third, the accompanying passages by Tokusoshi, a frequent
collaborator of Harunobu's. (

37-61 309 2022 2 )

(5) The primary investigator traced Ono no Komachi’s pictorial depiction through
Edo period illustrated woodblock prints. Late 17th century print versions included
an illustration of the poem’s content as well as a portrait of the poet. However, since
these prints were reproducing the same "One Poem Immortal Poet" variant,
illustrations became typified. For instance, Komachi is typically illustrated either
wearing garments decorated in flowing water and sakura cherry blossom designs or
next to a cherry tree with a river. This typification offered artists a way to create
immediately recognizable images while also being able to subvert key aspects, like
reimagining Komachi’s poems in an erotic scene. In a set of playing cards and a series
of Ukiyo-e prints by Ippitsusai Buncho (1755-1790) the people depicted are
contemporary samurai, townspeople, monks, and courtesans, but through clever
wordplay and complex imagery, astute readers can grasp the allusions to Komachi’s
poems. (oral presentations;

- 2022 11 5 ;
2022 2 26 Kuhn, Michelle “ Erotic Reimaginings of the Thirty-Six
Immortal Poets,” Association for Asian Studies, 2023 3 16 , Boston,

Massachusetts.)

(6) The primary investigator broadened her focus from considering the classical
Japanese literature alluded to in kimono pattern books to discuss the dyeing
methods referred to in those texts. Chayazome ( ) is a dyeing technique used
in pre-modern Japan that produces long, flowing lines of blue on white or ivory fabric.
The literal meaning of the term is “ tea-house” dying, but there is no connection
to tea being used as a dye or tea color. The term “chayazome” is used in the earliest
printed kosode pattern book, the O-hinagata (1667) however by the end of the 19th
century, the original meaning of the term and the dying method were no longer
known. Chayazome designs were executed on summer garments and often hint at



cooler temperatures, including streams, water plants, pines, and mountains. Other
images allude to classical Japanese literature and aristocratic society. (

256 451 2022 2 )

(7) The primary investigator also discussed the relation between gender and kimono
designs in Nishikawa Sukenobu’s kimono pattern book the Shotoku hinagata and
his erotic prints. Patterns in the Shotoku hinagata seem to allude to the sexual
availability of the Wakashu, men between the first and second adulthood coming of
age ceremonies, as a passive recipient during sex with adult male partners and the
fact that their status as Wakashu is for only a short period of time. However, patterns
for Wakashu in Sukenobu’s erotic prints seem to highlight their active role in sex
with women. (KUHN, Michelle, “ Marketing Masculinity: Men’ s Patterns in an
18th Century Kimono Pattern Book,” 15-22 2022
1)
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AATJ Conference 2020 Presentation
https://youtu.be/dwxGqWihzys




