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Utagawa Kunisada (1786-1865) and publisher Ebisuya Shōshichi issued this actor-print diptych in
connection with the kabuki play Sono omokage Asamagatake其俤浅間嶽 in 1849. Kunisada depicts the
actor Sawamura Chōjūrō V as Tomoenojō, reading from a scroll, and actor Iwai Kumesaburō III as
the Ghost of Ōshū (Ōshū yūkon) rising from the glowing ashes of a brazier. The loose folds of
calligraphy paper between Tomoenojō’s fingers find a visual echo in Ōshū’ssupernatural cloud of
incense, which snakes across the two sheets.

‘That Visage of Mount Asama’ is one way to translate Sono omokage Asamagatake. The production
belongs to a group of dance dramas known as Asama mono that originated in Kyoto in 1698, in the
same year that a Buddhist statue of Shinshū Asama Myōjin was unveiled. [1] In the drama, the ghost
of Ōshū appears to admonish Tomoenojō for burning a mutual vow of love signed by the two of them.
The dance conveys Ōshū’s resentment at her lover’s betrayal. [2]



Women were banned from performing on stage in 1622 on the grounds of public decency. This ban
was reinforced with repeated prohibitions throughout the 17th century. [3] An all-male cast became a
defining characteristic of kabuki drama, as it developed into a heavily stylized, non-realistic
theatrical form. Within kabuki theatre, some actors specialized in performing female roles and were
celebrated for their beauty, style and heightened femininity.

The Edo-born Iwai Kumesaburō III (Iwai HanshirōVIII, 1829-1882), depicted in the print, was an
immensely popular leading female role specialist (J. tate onnagata). Kumesaburō III wears a wig
stuffed with oversized hairpins that fan out around the actor’s face. Dressed as a high-status
courtesan, with a loose front-tying sash holding together her many layers of clothing, Kumesaburō
plays the spirit of a dead woman who has returned to visit her lover, Tomoenojō. The blue shade of
the actor’s outer kimono, simply decorated with an iris flower, would have reminded the audience of
the plain, colourless robes (J. kyōkatabira) of the deceased.

Iwai Kumesaburō III performs alongside Sawamura Chōjūrō V (Sawamura Sōjūrō V, 1802-1853),
who was a handsome and talented actor and dancer. Also from Edo, Chōjūrō V performed both male
(J. tachiyaku) and female onnagata roles. His casting in gentle, male roles was well received in the
Osaka-Kyoto region that had developed a distinct style of Kamigata kabuki. [4] Sawamura Chōjūrō V,
held the name Sawamura Tosshō I between 1831 and 1844, and is depicted in Utagawa Kuniyoshi’s
design in the Sainsbury Centre Collection (object number: 41460).

Sono omokage Asamagatake opened at the Nakamura Theatre in Edo, in the 9th lunar month of the
second year of Kaei (1849). [5] The government-appointed censor’s seals indicate that the print was
issued between 1846 and 1852. [6] While the actors’ names do not appear on the print, their roles
are given in the red coloured cartouches. This information, combined with the actor’s nigao or
‘likenesses’, has helped scholars of kabuki theatre to identify the one-scene dance drama (J.
shosagoto) portrayed in the print. This was performed as the grand finale (J. ōgiri) of a mixed
programme.
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