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Torii Kiyonaga: Depicted Geisha Customs and Publishing
Circumstances

Masako Tanabe

The TORIFKIYONAGA — Venus in Edo exhibition (April 28 — June 10, 2007) held at the Chiba
City Museum of Art was a major retrospective exhibition of the arts of Torii Kiyonaga (1752-1815)
that provided an opportunity for a reconsideration of Kiyonaga’s oeuvre.

The exhibition catalogue featured an essay entitled Kiyonaga'’s Bijin-ga by the author that exam-
ined Kiyonaga’s selection of subjects, the positioning of 6ban sized full-color prints, and their pub-
lishers. The essay used these factors to then consider what “product enhancements” were used to sell
Kiyonaga’s dban prints. This article is based on the knowledge and materials gathered in that essay,
as it considers the essay’s topics on a more detailed and specific level.

Kiyonaga was active during the Tenmei era (1781-89), a time in which it was said that if one was
even slightly better looking than average, one could become a geisha. Indeed, it was a period in which
the geisha culture flourished in Japan. Kiyonaga actively sought out the geisha of the pleasure quar-
ters popular during the period and made them the heroes of his works. He then divided his works by
the customs of the geisha particular to each pleasure quarters area, whether that of Tachibana-chd or
Fukagawa, etc. Kiyonaga set each geisha image against realistic elements of actual Edo scenery at the
time, helping the works convey a vivid sense of the real Edo, elements which further heightened the
fascination of his works.

This article refers to Edo Geisha no kenkyii [Research on the Edo geisha], a book by Mitamura
Engyo (1870-1952), and the comic literary and poetic works of the period, along with the works of
other ukiyo-e artists active at the time. Using these various tools the essay explores the geisha cus-
toms depicted by Kiyonaga, thus providing an all the more detailed interpretation of the works from
an all the broader perspective.

The article goes on to consider the publishing circumstances of Kiyonaga’s works, particularly
surrounding the activities of Nishimuraya Yohachi, a publisher thought to have been actively involved
in selling 6ban-sized full-color woodblock prints, along with the newly prosperous publisher Takatsuya
Isuke, whose seal “Keiundd” was impressed on Kiyonaga’s early Tenmei era works.

(Translated by Martha J. McClintock)
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