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The Examination of Onna-yakusha and its Historical Position
Through the Entertainment Career of NAKAMURA Kasen

TSUCHIDA Makiko

The purpose of this paper is to clarify the entertainment career of NAKAMURA Kasen and
to examine the historical position of onna-yakusha, (lit. female performers). Onna-yakusha
refers to the actresses who perform kabuki through a form of acting usually performed by males
(kabuki actors). Although it is recognized that onna-yakusha prospered in the middle and
the late Meiji era (ca. 1890-1910) and died out by the end of taisho era (1925), NAKAMURA
Kasen (1889-1942) appeared during the period of decline for onna-yakusha and appeared on
the stage up until 1939.

Her entertainment career started when she became the leader of girls’ theatrical company at
the age of 11. She then continued acting almost constantly for 44 years. Although she was
a star onna-yakusha in Kanda Theatre until around 1920, the existence of onna-yakusha
gradually faded from people’s memory. However, because of her star status and of her passion
for acting, she eagerly performed in various genres of theatrical arts, namely, kabuki, films,
shin-pa (lit. ‘new school,” i.e. a new types of theatrical art formed as an opponent of kabuki),
rensa-geki (lit. ‘linked theatre,” i.e. a show in which films and stage performances are alternate-
ly presented) and so on. She also appeared on radio and recorded some 78-rpm records.

Kasen’s wide range of activities represents the diversity of theatrical arts in modern Japan.
Although we recognise kabuki as a form of traditional theatre performed by male actors, many
other types of kabuki have been weeded out in the process of establishment of a “genuine”
kabuki. It can be said that Kasen’s entertainment history displays a picture of the process in

which kabuki lost its diverseness.
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