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    Foreword


    by Donald Richie


    Old Japan is vanishing. Traditional homes are being torn down, the public baths are closing; children no longer hopscotch among their chalked lozenges, their parents no longer sit on the stoop in the evening cool; the kimono has all but vanished, and tatami-mat rooms are no longer found in the newer apartments: even the food—such traditional fare as kiji donburi (pheasant over rice— deliciously faked, really chicken) and hayashi raisu (an Edwardian favorite, hashed rice)—must now be searched for. And in the place of all of this.- the home shower, the chair and table, the TV set, and victuals known as finger-licking-good from the local corner shop.


    So what else is new? Things come and go—change is the essence. This is something everyone knows, and most remark upon. The Japanese certainly know it, perhaps even better than some because the fact has been so publicly pondered and regretting it has become so institutionalized.


    "The world of dew is, yes, a world of dew, but even so. . ." famously remarked Kobayashi Issa in 1819—as here translated by Sato Hiroaki. Transient, ephemeral, evanescent, our world vanishes before our eyes. This we know, can perhaps appreciate, can maybe celebrate, yet even so . . .


    Even so, there is nostalgia and regret at the passing of things. There is the sadness of this knowledge of the impermanence of the only world we know and there is sorrow at the death of so much which is true and beautiful.


    Our sentiment is so universal that we can only question its power to continue to move us as it does, and to wonder why this feeling should be so particularly poignant in regard to Japan.


    Well, one of the reasons for this poignancy is that what we call old Japan is a product nowhere else duplicated. Old Europe and old America share much. The passing is sad perhaps but then one can still find pockets of the past in the Dolomites or the Ozarks and they resemble each other more than they don't.


    But Japan, a distant archipelago which cut itself off from the world for centuries and had over the years evolved its own peculiar culture—there is no place else like this. And so when its various products—the traditional ryokan, older ways of counting and measuring, the tatami mat—slowly disappear, we are aware that we will never see them again. The poignancy is strongly felt because it is permanent. All of the pockets of the past are turned inside out.


    Another reason for the poignancy is that the rate of change is here so accelerated. Japan is more ripe for change than other countries. Long a poor nation, it (or more properly speaking, its government and the resulting establishment) is now rich. Hence development, that friend to change, is rampant.


    Mountains, forests, rivers, the shoreline itself—all are developed, which means drastically warped from their traditional shapes. Towns and cities get developed too, and if parts can no longer pay their way (the public baths, the old-style entertainments such as the yose, the kamishibai children's theater) then they disappear. Since change is expensive, old Japan could not formerly afford it. Now it can and there is a big backlog of true and beautiful things to be gotten rid of.


    Also—a reason for the acceleration—Japan now has more people in it than ever before. This means less space. Old-time spreading out—whether in public parks or private houses—has become much more expensive. More efficient housing, more efficient methods of feeding, more efficient entertainment—all of this means enormous change. Brand-new products must be consumed in ever larger doses to spur an economy whose only consideration is its own steady growth. New products are welcomed everywhere in the world—if the hype is right—but only in Japan is the shin hatsubai (newly available) so ubiquitous as to be a national institution.


    Added to this is a certain fecklessness, long visible and celebrated from the Edo era—it even had a name, iki—which finds in the changing fashions and the latest modes a gratification not unknown in other countries but seldom elsewhere found in such a lavishly concentrated form. Fads and fancies follow each other in an endless parade across the tube, the screen, and onto the streets. All of these are fittingly expensive and all are dependent only upon naked novelty.


    Finally—another reason for Japan's particularly poignant reaction to change—is that it is acknowledged ("a world of dew") in the same breath as it is regretted ("but even so"). Though there are resigned repetitions of that national slogan, shikata ga nai (can't be helped), there is at the same time an acknowledged sadness, a public admission of the essentially tragic nature of life.


    The officially optimistic West ("no use crying over spilt milk") has never understood this. Things over there always change for the better, in the long run, for the most people—and it is only the romantics at best, the old fogies at worst, who would think otherwise.


    Japan is only cautiously optimistic. It seems from these shores that the mildly pessimistic might in the long run, for the most people, turn out to be the more accurate. Hence, hundreds of years ago, a name was given this benign sense of tragedy wherein dissolution was acknowledge, accepted, and to an extent even celebrated.


    The name is mono no aware, a tangled term with a disputed etymology which nonetheless illuminates Japanese art and continues to lighten Japanese life. There are various interpretations. It has been compared to the Western lacrimae rarum as well as the universal stream of Heraclitus. Regarding vanishing Japan, however, a more homely illustration might be: Look into the mirror and regard one more wrinkle, one more gray hair. The proper mono no aware attitude is not to call up for an appointment at the beauty parlor but to gaze, find things going as they must and therefore should and, if possible, smile. This is mono no aware in action. And it is a term salient to the Japanese identity.


    Around 1332, aesthetic recluse Yoshida Kenko, noting all the change around him, wrote that: "The most precious thing in life is its uncertainty." And in quoting this Donald Keene noted that indeed this is "the most distinctively Japanese aesthetic ideal— perishability."


    Perishability as an ideal is not a notion familiar to nor congenial with the West. Over there, the way is to decry the change and then go ahead and embrace it. Over here, in Japan, the way is to embrace the necessity of the change itself.


    Let us then, in old Japanese fashion, accept (shikata ga nai) necessary change. But in celebrating our very transience let us also remember. We should, as did Kenko, write about what has passed, make lists, catalogues, and celebrate what was with the same voice that we celebrate the need, even the virtue, of its passing.


    This is what Elizabeth Kiritani has done. Here quite long enough to have seen massive change, she has compiled descriptions of this vanishing Japan—and Itsuo Kiritani has deftly sketched the buildings, the objects, the very people, before they disappear. In so doing they have both rendered the past alive.


    One of the reasons they can do this is that they live in one of the last stands of old Tokyo. This is the neighborhood of Yanaka, only a fifteen-minute subway ride from the Ginza, but a warren of narrow streets, temples, stands of bamboo, bathhouses, mom-and-pop stores—some of the sights of which you can see in the illustrations in this book.


    I live in Yanaka too, just up the street from the old Edo-style house where the Kiritanis live. And as I sit here, following my brush, as the old essayists say, a cool summer breeze wanders into my room, bringing with it the faint scent of lotus and the rich smell of mud, for just over that ridge of trees is Shinobazu Pond, the principal ornament of Ueno Park.


    That it is still there, cool in the summer and home to hundreds of water birds, is due to Elizabeth and her neighbors. She has been socially useful and politically practical in joining (and creating) groups of concerned citizens who fight against avoidable and damaging changes which continue to threaten. Shinobazu has for the time being been saved from the developers who want a parking lot instead of a pond. She and her friends marched on the officials of Taito Ward and demanded that the pond remain. This time the developers backed down, but this eight-year-old battle still goes on.


    Combining then a regard for the past with a critical eye to the future, Elizabeth Kiritani has—like Kenko before her—limned the vanishing with precision, with care, and with love. So long as her work remains, old Japan will not have vanished entirely.


    Summer, 1994


    Tokyo
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      Publicity Bands I
    


    If you happen upon three or four people dressed outlandishly and dancing down the street banging on drums and tinny things, sparkling as they twirl and shout, chances are that you have run across the chindonya. Skipping and dancing, they disappear down an alley only to re-emerge from another, the leader clanging his metal gong while making official-sounding announcements, a saxophonist at the rear. No, it's not the Mad Hatter's tea party gone berserk, but the last of a long tradition of street advertising.
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    Chindon tradition dates back to the Meiji Era (1868-1912), when they were called tozaiya or hiromeya. In those times, jinta, or street musicians, who later accompanied silent films, performed the same type of street advertising. When the talkies started, these musicians, as well as a lot of itinerant actors and actresses, lost their jobs and many of them became chindonya. The name chindonya—which came into use during the early Showa Era (circa 1926)—comes from the sound of the leader's metal and leather drums which make a "chin" and "don" sound. Of course, in the old days there was less street noise and the chindonya were very loud and conspicuous.


    The golden age of the chindon business was between 1946 and 1956, when work was plentiful and lucrative. Kinosuke Hanashima is the boss of a group that occasionally works in our neighborhood. His father and mother had been chindonya after the war and when his father died, he had to quit his job as a city worker to accompany his mother and help support their large family. His is a popular group: he has received four silver and at least ten bronze medals from the chindon association for their performances.


    A group usually has seven members, of which up to four work at one time. This is so that at busy times the group can work two jobs by splitting up into one group of three and another of four. The one who heads the group as they proceed down the street is the hatamochi (or hataodori) who carries a flag and gives out leaflets. He or she is followed by the oyakata, the boss, who carries the chindon drums with their large paper umbrella propped up over them. The third in procession used to play the shamisen, but now is the doramuya, with one large drum, and the fourth is the gakkiya, or musician, who plays the saxophone, clarinet, or trumpet, in that order of popularity.


    Costumes are determined by the oyakata and tend to be flamboyant. In Mr. Hanashima's group all (but the musician) wear chonmage (topknot) wigs, thick pancake makeup, and an eccentric combination of old Japanese clothing adorned with sequins. The musician is dressed like an old-time Westernized dandy: jacket, tie, and a rakish porkpie hat. The best groups are a mix of men and women—and most are made up of people whose roots are in the theater, music, or the arts.


    Nowadays the advertising is mostly for pachinko parlors, store openings, and shopping area bargain sales. Sponsors are thinning out and Mr. Hanashima says that they work only about fifteen days a month. They make 15,000 yen apiece per day, so it costs 60,000 yen to engage them for a full day (10:30A.M.-5:00P.M.).


    According to Mr. Hanashima, there are about forty groups in Japan, twenty of which are in or around Tokyo. He says it's a pleasant job in that most members are artists of some sort, they are doing what they want to do, and there is no retirement age. An energetic sixty-one, he looks forward to continuing for as long as he can. The bad side is that there are fewer and fewer sponsors. Times are tight, so if you're thinking of a surprise for your next party, you may be able to get a bargain. If you ask, though, remember to call them "chindon men." Mr. Hanashima says that this is the most flattering term for them—a nickname coined at the time when the "sandwich man" was the rage.


    About 120 shops make up northern Tokyo's Kyoseikai shopping area, which had commissioned the group for one day in late December. They started off down the main street, greeting shop owners gaily, and then disappeared down the back alleys of the neighborhood where they would regale potential customers for the rest of the day. I asked one of the greengrocers whether he thought that the chindonya would increase his sales. A dubious look crossed his face. "Hmmm, I wonder . . ." was all he said. Toshie Tanaka, proprietress of a shop that sells tea, was more positive. She explained that they hire this group twice a year, right before New Year and Obon. "They wander through the neighborhood and create an atmosphere conducive to buying," she explained. "People hear them and think there is something special going on that they don't want to miss. Besides, we enjoy having them here. It brightens up our day too, you know."
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      Candy Animals
    


    You may get a peek at an amezaiku (candy artisan) this summer, if you're lucky. The remaining few are being hired for private parties, so running into one in the street is quite an event. But they still appear at some of the big festivals. Tokyo's top candy virtuoso, Ki Aoki, always has a stall at the Yasukuni Shrine for its Obon (July 13-16) and New Year (December 30-January 4) festivals.


    I located him this year by the boisterous cluster of school girls in yellow backpacks and straw hats surrounding him. "Make a swan, make a koala," they shouted. As Mr. Aoki made the animals, he told jokes. One little girl was holding a large bag against her chest. "Moving, are ya?" he quipped. The kids tittered. "You'd better go home now (they are en route from school). Bring your mother or grandfather with you tonight and I'll show you some more." The old sales pitch.
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    But Mr. Aoki's best customers aren't kids. They're OLs (office ladies) in their twenties. "The kids have no time to come back. They're on schedules," he explains. According to his wife, prices haven't changed much over the years. They range from 300 yen for a simple rabbit (usagi) to 1,500 yen for a raccoon dog (tanuki) with the standard hat and accessories. Most of the items he crafts cost 500 yen.


    A tradition said to have started in Osaka in the early 1800s, candy-animal making requires more skill than is apparent. Just preparing the candy is tricky. Glutinous rice (mochi gome) and potato powder are boiled carefully to a specific transparent doughy texture, and then hand pulled and kneaded. Contact with the air during this process produces the pure white color. It is then rolled into a huge ball and allowed to harden until ready for use.


    Tadon (charcoal) in the box of the amezaiku's cart heats the large candy ball into a pliable mass. Animals must be formed quickly before the candy hardens—a rabbit, for instance, takes about thirty seconds. Dexterity, an artistic sense, and a lot of imagination are needed.


    The challenge is to find an animal or bird that Mr. Aoki can't make. The last of the experienced amezaiku in Tokyo, he keeps up with comic and cartoon animals as well as regular bird and animal species. Doves, unicorns, Australian lizards, welcoming cats, and, most difficult of all, dragons are standard items. He scoops a wad of hot white candy in his hand, rolls it into a ball, and snips it here and there with razor-sharp tweezer-scissors to make his specialty: the intricate fanned wings of a crane.


    Hooked around his middle finger and extending back over his forearms are his tekko. These decorative cloth coverings serve as sweat guards. The work is hot. During his thirty years of experience, Mr. Aoki has had a number of apprentices, but all quit before they had learned the trade. "The candy burns your hands. It's painful and hard to get used to." The miniature scissors are also dangerously sharp. Although lucrative private parties have sparked new interest in the occupation in Tokyo, the difficulty of the work has kept the number of amezaiku down to less than ten.


    One thing Mr. Aoki won't make is a frog. Whenever he makes a frog it starts to rain. "Ame (rain) is not good for the ame (candy) business," he jokes.


    A hachimaki (cloth headband) is twisted around Mr. Aoki's forehead and he's wearing a navy happi coat with a donburi in place of a shirt. This donburi is a short indigo apron with a large kangaroo pouch in front. You see it at all festivals. Mr. Aoki's pants are tight momoshiki, also festival garb. His lively wife, Eiko, his assistant for twenty years, is dressed in indigo as well. She cools the animals in front of a fan to set their shape before applying an assortment of red, yellow, and green colors.


    "Many of the animals used to be blown like glass," she says, "but this was prohibited around 1973 for hygienic reasons. Now if you want to make a blown one, the customer must blow it himself or, as in Kansai, a rubber pump is used."


    What do they taste like? I don't know. You buy one and see if you have the heart to eat it.
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      Picture Theater
    


    


    When the hyoshigi, or wooden clappers, rang out, children knew which of the theater men had arrived. Each had his own rhythm that served as a calling card, one that children could understand. This was because many bicycle-riding theater men showed up at the same park or quiet street, and each man had to establish himself as a special storyteller in order to make a living.


    The golden age of kamishibai (picture theater) was right after the war when many people were out of work. At this time there were over 3,000 kamishibai in Tokyo alone. It was a job that required little capital to pursue—a bicycle, a drum, and a frame for the theater with drawers under it for candy. The hand-painted pictures that were displayed in the frame were rented by the month. The trick was having the kind of candy kids liked and being able to spin a yarn in an engrossing way. Every day, just at the height of the drama, the play was stopped, to be continued in installments.


    The storytelling itself wasn't so difficult because the rented pictures that were pulled one at a time from the theater frame had the story written on their backs. All the performer had to do was read. But the audience was discriminating. Voice and expression were important. The drum had to be used to good effect—rumbling ominously to indicate danger, accentuating the action, surprising the audience. And all this was only to attract the audience. The kamishibai man made his living from selling the candies that the kids ate while watching his show.
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    Ask any elderly Japanese about kamishibai and you are likely to get a nostalgic response. But the men performing it were living precariously; they had no health or retirement insurance, and, of course, they had no income on rainy days. It was for this reason that so many of these men and their picture painters became Communists. They were struggling and needed organized help. Even today, the Communist link still exists. It was at a party given in honor of Seiji Asai's book about the history of labor unions and kamishibai that I first became aware of this. A Communist Party politician made a congratulatory speech, and after he disappeared there was a lot of discussion about Communism and the struggles of the past.


    There were several kamishibai men at this party, as well as Koji Kada, one of the main painters for the theater. Misao Naito pulled out a harmonica and played for us, after which he gave a humorous speech. A natural performer, he was eager to entertain, and did so with ease. The others competed in their own ways—men in their seventies, all with that warm talkative quality peculiar to successful festival merchants.


    A few weeks later, Mr. Naito gave his first performance in thirty years at the Katsushika Techno-Plaza. Mr. Naito's appeal was obvious from the start in his smile, his gruff voice, his ease and shine with the audience. But we were indoors, the children were used to TV, and a microphone was in full squeak. It was a complicated story, Golden Bat, about the war—one of the few original picture sets that had not been lost.


    During the performance the adults recalled those afternoons when they had sat on the ground, chewed on candy, and puzzled over quizzes while watching this theater. It had been their sole entertainment after school—they had had no cram schools, no TV, no computer games. If they could bite a pink rice cracker into a certain animal figure, they would get a prize; if they could crack the quiz they would win free candy. Some thirty years had passed, but the parents at the Techno-Plaza were playing with the old toys and eating candy, enraptured. Their kids stood nearby with bored-looking expressions.


    Today, there is still one kamishibai man working in Tokyo. He appears occasionally near the Nippori JR Station. He is worth searching for because he is the last chance to see the real thing. He works outside, regaling his audiences in the traditional way, without microphones, electric lights, or other modern paraphernalia.
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      Potato Vendors
    


    Do you know the night ramen vendor's distinctive three-toned whistle? How about the knife sharpener's or the bamboo seller's special calls? Or the tofu man's whistle? They can still be heard in Tokyo's shitamachi (old, working-class neighborhoods). Certainly one call that everyone can recognize is the yakiimo man's. If you're lucky, you'll hear it coming from a cart pushed along the street and not from one of those trucks that fume up our environment. Who are these men who brave the cold to sell us those delicious potatoes? What do they do from late March to November when the season is over? Their life is not easy, and their tradition continues from centuries ago.


    Monouri, or street vendors, were at work in the Heian Period (794-1185) although it wasn't until the Muromachi Period (fourteenth century) that they became a vital part of the economic system. They not only sold food, tools, toys, medicine, and small things for daily use, but some also bought used articles such as old clothes, umbrellas, and metal, and still others served as repairmen for knives, clogs, and the like. Some monouri specialized in seasonal goods such as decorations for the New Year, irises for Boy's Day, goldfish for summer, lanterns for Obon, and insects for children in the summer.


    The life of the monouri was a hard one. During the Edo Period (1603-1868) selling became desperately competitive, and vendors began to don exotic costumes, use amusing and attention-getting calls, and even perform engaging antics in order to attract business.


    [image: ]


    The tojiname uri, for instance, who sold candies to children, wore Chinese clothes and a Chinese hat. He played a flute and drum, and delighted his young audience with dancing whenever he made a sale. The takarabune uri, active until the mid-Meiji Era, sold prints of the Seven Lucky Gods (shichifukujin) that you see here and there every New Year. People slept with these prints under their pillows to induce a lucky dream for the year. Soba vendors hung furin (chimes) on the carriers worn on their backs and jangled their way along the narrow streets. It must have been a noisy city even without the help of motorcycles and loudspeakers.


    Although yakiimo (baked sweet potatoes) were popular in the Edo Period, they were sold only in stores—probably due to fire laws. Only boiled and steamed potatoes were sold by the street vendors. Today, in shitamachi, yakiimo are baked in pebbles that are heated by a wood-burning stove in the bottom of a wooden cart. Once fully cooked (after about one hour), they are raked out of the pebbles and placed in the adjacent warming compartment until they are sold.


    My favorite yakiimo man, Mr. Nagao, is from Aomori. I came to know him because of his call. A veteran minyo and enka (traditional Japanese styles of singing) performer, his call is a distinct and beautiful distraction among the confusion of everyday noise. He is one of twelve men who are under his oyakata (boss) in the Ueno area. He says there are about ten bosses in Tokyo now, and each is in charge of a certain area. Mr. Nagao has been working my street for twenty winters. He sleeps in a nearby six-mat room that he shares with two older yakiimo men in their seventies, also from the Tohoku district.


    Mr. Nagao is a rice farmer. After the harvest at the end of October, he comes to Tokyo to work until the end of March while his rice paddies are under snow. He sells sweet potatoes from 10:00 A.M. until 9 or 10:00 P.M., six days a week. He cooks for himself in his small room and, occasionally, goes out for drinks and karaoke at a local bar. Being away from home and eating the limited menu that he cooks are the hardest parts of his job, he says.


    Just as in the Edo Period, he must rent his cart (2,500 yen a month) and buy potatoes (9,000 yen per 40 kilograms) from his oyakata. Things are tight now. As recently as 1981, he sometimes sold 100 kilograms of potatoes per day, but now he is lucky if he sells 20. At about 600 yen per kilogram, this doesn't leave much to take home after rent, food, and expenses. His most frequent customers, he says, are middle-aged women, and the best time of day for business is 3:00 P.M. The tall, noiseproof new buildings and the popularity of Western-style candy have reduced his sales.


    At the end of last year he wasn't sure whether it would be worth his while to come again this season. So, one day in late October when we heard his distinctive cry, we smiled, knowing he was back. Whether he'll be back again next year is another question. Have you had a yakiimo lately?
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The Last Traces of a Disappearing Way of Life

Pawnshops and handmade paper, shoe shiners and
Shinto jugglers, money rakes and mosquito netting—
all these were once a familiar part of daily life in apan
Many elements of that daily life, like the Obon dances
and oreiboko apprenticeships, have no counterpart in
any other culture: they are purely unique to Japan. But
with the tremendous changes of the modern age, most
traces of traditional life in Japan are fast disappearing,
soon to be gone forever. Still, there are a few holdouts,
especially in Japan’s shitamachi, or working-class neigh-
borhoods, where many of the survivors of Japanese
crafts, art forms, and festivals are making their last
stand.

Elizabeth Kiritani, an experienced newspaper colum-
nist and long-term shitamachi resident, set out to record
these vanishing phenomena and figures, like the pipe
cleaner and the picture-theater man—both of whom
are quite likely the last plying their trade. Her deft,
meticulous accounts and interviews are delightfully
illustrated by her husband, an accomplished artist him-
sclf. Vanishing Japan will fascinate and educate the visi-
tor and veteran resident alike, presenting a look at a
Japan most foreigners (and even many young Japa-
nese) never see.
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From boxes to bottles, furoshifi can be used to wrap
nearly any kind of gift
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