One-panel woodblock print by Utagawa Toyokuni Il (| 786—
|864), Morita-za, Edo, tenth month 1857, The artist has
combined what were probably two separate scenes from the
dance finale, Bountiful Brushwark, Folk Pictures fram Otsu (Sal-
shitsue no Otsu-e). The "Wisteria Maiden" (Nakamura Fuli-
suke [}, trailing a sprig of flowers over her shoulder, is dressed
in a sensuous, long-sleeved kimono decorated with wisteria
vines and blossoms and a black obi into which are woven the
actor's family crests (two small drums, reverse peony, and
crossed scrolls), Beside her an actor; possibly Bands Mitsu
gord V|, dressed and made up as a "monkey,’ clutches a
"gourd" while riding on a "catfish," three images that were
popular in Otsu-style folk paintings. (Tsubouchi Memarial

Theatre Museum of Waseda University)
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The Wisteria Maiden

INTRODUCTION

The Wisteria Maiden was originally one of five dances performed one after the
other in rapid sequence by the same dancer who effected multiple quick changes
of costume, wig, and makeup. These transformation dances {(hengemono) were very
popular in nineteenth-century kabuki and exhihited the virtuosity of the actor
dancers. The entire dance from which Wisteria Maiden derives was known as Ofsu of
the Ever-Returning Farewells (Kacsu Gaesu Nagori no Otsu). It featured characters
that appeared in the popular, naive folk pictures known as Qisu-¢ (Otsu pictures),
which were sold in the Otsu region to tourists visiting the area around Lake Biwa,
In the original dance, Seki Sanjirs IT (1786-1839) performed as five different
characters: the wisteria maiden, the god of calligraphy, a footman (yakko), a boat-
man, and a blind man. The only dance that has survived is the first, Wisteria Meaiden.
The original dance is short and contains the traditional sections: “entrance
dance” (de), “narrative” (monogatari), “lamentation” (kudoki), “rhythmic [inale”
{edoriji), and “ultimate finale” or “scati ering” (chirashi). In 1854, the actor Naka-
mura Nakazo I (1800-1886) introduced after the lamentation seciion a short,
popular boatman’s song known as “ltako Dejima” (a place name). It became (radi-
tional to include this section, or at least portions of it, in the performance until
1937, when Onoc Kikugora VI (1885-1949), known as “the god of the dance,”
changed the entire format of Wisteria Maiden. Tt is not known in exactly what set-
ting the first dance was performed; perhaps it was in [ront of panels representing
the five Otsu pictures, which came alive as the actor stepped out of the panels to
dance. Kikugord changed the decor to the brilliant one used today: the trunk of
a pine tree from which bright purple wisteria blossoms fall in dazzling profusion.
He also replaced the “Iiako Dejima” section with a newly composed “Fuji Ondo”
(Wisteria Dance), based on a flolk song and dance. It stresses the more mature,
experienced, womanly feelings of the wisteria maiden and is danced lwice, the
second time in slightly inebriated fashion, since during the first round the maiden
has partaken of sake. The skill of the dancer is revealed in his ability to express
drunkenness without vulga rity.
To dazzle the audience further, Kikugoro did not enter on the hanamichi,
but was already onstage when the music began. The [irst bars of music arc sung in

a totally darkened auditorium, and just as the dancer is about 1o begin, the lights
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I'HE WISTERTA MAIDEN

dignity and spirituality in keeping with the spirit of the wisteria vine—at least this
was Kikugord's interpretation. It is only in later parts of the dance that the per-
former begins to embody the more coquettish aspects of a woman.

In the entrance dance there occurs a good example of the tortured rhetoric

ol the lyrics. As the dancer gazes at the branch, or sometimes points or beckons to

it, the singer describes the “wisteria that writes ‘I love you.” ” The word “izoshii” in

the lyric means “sweetheart” or “beloved.” But also, if one writes the Japanese sylla-

o
1

bary symbol for ten (“f0”) times, each beneath the other, and then writes “shi”
in a long, graceful swoop right down the middle, like a central vein, one has drawn
a stylized wisteria vine.

The “narrative” actually contains no narrative characteristics, but it is so
called in order to fill out all the requisite dance segments. The attenuated move-
ment patterns may include looking off into the distance at the mountains, pointing
with the branch, and hiding the face shyly. Frequently this segment is omitted.

The “lamentation” begins as the singer comments on man’s fickleness. Using
her hat, a towel, or her hands, the dancer may suggesl looking into a mirror, the
ringing of a bell (at the word “Miidera,” a temple famous for its bell as well as for
its associations with the classic ancient novel The Tule of Genji [Genji Monogatari]),
the joining ot lovers as she locks one finger to another or holds them side by side,
and feelings of jealousy as she strikes at the absent lover. The reference to letters
usually shows the maiden kneeling, mixing ink, wetting her brush (a linger or her
hat ribbons), and writing, then offering the letter, often represented by the hat.

Al this point either “Ttako Dejima” or, more frequently today, “Fuji Ondo” is
inserted. Either one strikes a nice balance between languor and strong rhythm and
can be counted as part of the [irst “dance finale.” Whichever one the dancer
chooses, the usual prop is a fan. Some performers may opt for the original form,
which includes neither of these sections and goes straight to the true odoriji, which
is partly based on a folk song and, with its fast tempo and marked rhythms, offers a
striking contrast to the sad and leisurely lamentation. Here, forgetting the faith-
lessness of the man, the lyrics sing erotically of the pleasure of being with one
another. Needless to say, the lasciviousness of the lyrics is only vaguely suggested in
the chorcography; the most obvious moment represents slecp, with one hand
curled near the ear as a pillow.

kS

Finally, in the hriefl “scattering,” which ends the performance, the maiden
takes up her branch once more and gazes off into the twilight sky, attempting to
follow the flight of the wild gecse, symbolizing her sweetheart.

A dance appealing more to the connoisseur than to the uninitiated, Wisteria
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Wearing a black kimeno decorated wilh lavender wisteria lowers, the VWisteria
Maiden (Nakamura Tokizo V) appears at the beginning of the dance posed
beneath huge, trailing bunches of wisleria biossoms while carrying a branch of the
flowers over her shoulder. One of the several nagauta singers kneels behind the
actor: (Umemura Yutzka, Engeki Shuppaznsha)
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THE WISTERIA MAIDEN

among the long hanging wisteria branches, then, accompanied by rapid shamisen
music, goes to léft and bows, repeats the bow at right, and finally does a slower bow
at center; elictting audience applavse. She now performs the “Wisteria Dance.” The
Jirst half is a hand danee, Jeaturing, at first, graceful poses with the hands and the
sleeves, all to languorous music of shamisen, [lutes, and drums. Al the mention of
sake, she mimes pouring sake from a botile made of hey sleeve; then she begins to
drink from her other sleeve as if it were a cup, but pours it oul without drinking. She
walks slowly, obuiously react ing to her lover’s grasp. She puts out her hands lo keep
him from leaving, weeps al his leauing, dries her eyes with her steeves, and weeps
again. Then she performs what can be considered the ondo proper, a strongly
rhythimed dance tn which the accompaniment features a prominent use of betls. The
movements are abstract and include a number of stamping and hand patierns af
grace and complexily. Finally, as she iurns upstage, she takes her fan into her right
hand and begins the second “inebriated” part of the “Fuji Ondo” With the open fan,
she mimes a windor, opens it and glances out, nods to her lover, then closes the
San-window. She mimes lovers’ quarrels and flirtations as he pulls her back by the
steeve. She funs herself, hours sake again from her sleeve, drinking it this time Sfrom a
small cup symbolized by her parily opened fan. She yvuises the fan as thowgh it were
a knife and suggesis she might cut off her raised little finger—a proof of love some-
times given in the pleasure quarters. Once again the true ondo music returns and
she performs her abstract, rhylhmic dance of stamps and hand patterns, but this time
as though slightly drunk, since she has Just taken a drink of sake. At the dance’s
end, she poses under the hanging wisteria, fanning hevself coyly, then disappears
once more behind the tree. The “rhythmic finale” [odoriji] begins. )
“If you're going to plant a pine, please / plant it in Arima Village.” / Vows
unchanging, she tucks up her skirt. / However much we arc intertwined / one
with the other, / we never get to sleep enough together. / Although we come
early / to bed, we never get / sullicient time to sleep. / “T want to sleep with
wisteria twined about me.” / Ah, what shall I do, / what shall I do? My tiny
pillow / is the pillow of his arms,
(The MAIDEN appears partly hidden by the tree trunk and poses, showing the red
kimano that she now wears on lop, having pulled down [hadanugi] the top part
of her lavender kimono. She comes stage center and dances the odoriji, which is
strongly rigthmed and vapid. The first line and the one about steeping with wisteria
twined about one are from folk songs. Some of the finale is made up of rhythmic slap-
ping of the hands and stamping, and some of it is somewhat mimetic. The MAIDEN
mimes, for example, Pulting on a bridal hat and gown and walking, then sleeping.
She leans back and looks wp al the pine tree; she lies down and beckons with her
hand, then joins both hands in a gestuwre of entreaty or prayer. The “scatlering”

[chirashi] begins. )
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