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Izumo-no-Okuni

Toshio Takano

Only two incidents of Okuni’s life can be found in the
documents and the rest of her life is simply hidden in the
darkness of history. The first incident is yayako odori, meaning
‘young girls’ dancing’, danced by Okuni and her sister when
they were between the ages of eight and eleven, and the second
incident is kabuki odori which suddenly flourished when Okuni
was over thirty. They were kept in the documents because the
dancing in either occasion received such a great applause from
the audience each time. They are like the two high peaks in the
life of Okuni, revealing her dramatic change from an immaculate
child to an outrageous kabuki-mono, an anti-social gangster, on
the stage.

The first document is dated 1581 and the second document
is dated 1603, with twenty-two years between the two incidents.
The dates happen to coordinate with important events in the

history of Japan: Nobunaga Oda was assassinated in 1582, and in

1603 Iyeyasu Tokugawa started his long regime of Edo Bakufu,
with the short reign of Hideyoshi Toyotomi sandwiched in
between. Okuni lived and performed for the people during such
time and gained an outstanding popularity. Her dramatic
appearance was not a single incident in the history of the theater
but was given birth to by the atmosphere of the wartime, and be-
came a symbol of the new era. Looking at Okuni with such a
view will enable us to find a new Okuni, different from the
images created by the previous studies.

The present paper forms a part of a coming volume, Kabuki

no Seishin (The Spirit of Kabuki).
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