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Shini-e Death Prints as Pictures: Focusing on Death Prints
in the Style of Nehan Images

It6 Shiori

From the late Edo period through the Meiji period, commemorative ukiyo-e print portraits, known
as shini-e, which can be translated as death pictures, memorial pictures or obituary prints, were cre-
ated upon the death of kabuki actors. These death prints included the obituary and an image of the
deceased, and are thus a special type of actor print. These prints constitute important research material
both for the study of actor prints and for understanding views of life and death as seen in funerary
rituals of the period. These prints are also quite fascinating as pictures. This article investigates the
genre of death prints as pictures.

This discussion is based on confirmation of the scope of the death print. Kawaraban and surimono
specialist print formats which are not usually discussed as ukiyo-e prints, are closely related to death
prints in terms of content. While in format death prints differ from the printed-book format death print
“Tsuizenkusazdshi”, the two genre share the common function of mourning a deceased person, and
thus both should be considered in a study of content.

Given that death prints depict images of the deceased, one way of categorizing them is according
to their subjects. When several subjects are depicted in one print, often the most recently deceased of
the several figures is the main subject of the print. However, with death prints which include several
famous figures, such as the work depicting Ichikawa Danjurd VIII and Bandd Shuka I, there are some
cases in which the death of the second famous figure provided the opportunity for production of the
death print; therefore, in terms of content, both of the deceased were the subject of the print and its
texts. When discussing death prints, it is best if the discussant is aware of the handling of the intented
print subject.

There are many cases in which death prints were created in the guise of nehanzu, or images of
Sakyamuni entering nirvana, a typical Buddhist image. Further, the single print format images were
also often in the guise of nehanzu. Originally the nehanzu was designed to depict Sakyamuni entering
nirvana, and thus had a memorial function, and these death prints also carry this similar memorial
function. Further, the standard iconography of nehanzu images, with the deceased depicted in over-
sized form and surrounded by large numbers of mourning animals, was taken as is into the death print
genre. Both the creators of death prints and their audiences all shared visual knowledge of nehanzu
imagery, and the partial use of nehanzu imagery and iconography in a death print led to the creation of
highly complex image compositions that would be fully understood by their audiences.

Given the speed with which death prints were created immediately after their subject’s death as a
way of quickly disseminating the news of the death, the degree of finish on each image is frequently
not particularly high. There are many extant works that had special subjects of “showing the dead,”
and there are various different handlings of the subject in these instances. Ukiyo-e actor prints are
portraits in the sense that they generally depict specific individuals. Amidst the overall genre of actor
prints in which some works cannot be construed as specific portraits, the death print has a more
consistent element portraiture about it. The author would like to continue research in this area with an
investigation of death prints as porwraits and consideration of death prints which incorporate a “picture
within the picture” compositional form.

Appendix:

Catalogue of Death Prints for Ichikawa Danjuré VIII (working draft )

(Translated by Martha McClintock)
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