SUMMARY

Tracing the History of the Ichikawa Ichizo Theater Troupe,
Koshibai (Minor Style Kabuki) Troupe until 1975

ASANO Hisae

The purpose of this study is to shed light on Koshibai (minor style Kabuki) theater groups
which have rarely been discussed in the history of Japanese theater. There are numerous
studies of major Kabuki plays, and of local plays performed by amateurs as a form of folk
performing art, but there are very few studies of Koshibai theater groups which were mainly
traveling troupes. Koshibai troupes of the Showa period, in particular, have been treated as
a vestige of a disappearing art form. However, the Ichikawa Ichizo Gekidan (Ichikawa Ichizo
Theater Troupe) continued to perform original Kabuki plays until 1975. This study focuses on
this troupe, and offers a clearer picture of the reality of the Kabuki world from the early Showa
period to 1975, which was not limited to Shochiku Major style Kabuki. One of the factors that
enabled the Ichikawa Ichizo Troupe to remain active until 1975 was the formation of a group
of actors who were all family members. In addition, many of the good actors of Kabuki who
wished to improve their skills but were not hired because they were not members of Monbatsu
(the inner Kabuki clique) were able to join Koshibai troupes; this active interaction made it
possible to continue performances of authentic Kabuki plays until 1975, distinct from Kengeki
(the samurai plays that featured swordplay). It is also noteworthy that there were many
female Kabuki actors among the members of these troupes. Although the ban that had allowed
only men to become kabuki actors was lifted in 1890, the common belief that Kabuki actors are
male has continued to the present day. We should reconsider the common view that “Kabuki is
performed by men” as one that was created in the modern era.
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