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IPOR RELEASE VEDNESDAY, APRIL 3, 1940.
JAPANECOE THEATRET SATIRIZED Bl GREAT EIGETEENTH CENTURY ARTIST

On Wednesday, April &, the Museum of Modern Art, 11 West

v !

53 Street, will open to the public & comprehensive exhibition of the

gtrange and powerful portralt prints in which Sharaku, one of the
mogt mysterious figures in the history of art, depicted the heroes
and villaing of the popular Japanece theatre of the closing years
of the eighteenth céntury. Only 1368 examples of this artist's work

are known to exisct. Of thig number 108 are shown in the exhibition,

the remaining 238 represented by photographs. Becldes these there are

eight drawings and two fans, which make the record of his known work
complete.

The exhibition has been assenbled by Louis V. Ledoux, wio
ig co-author with Harold G. Henderson of the book The Surviving

Works of Sharaku, which will serve as a catalog of the exhibition.

The exhibition hac been previously shown this ceason at the Museum
of Fine Arts in Boston and at the Art Institute of Chicago. Lenore
Browning, Assictant in the Muceum's Department of Palnting and Sculp-
ture, will install the exhibition. It will be on view until May 1.
What little is known of the artist who signed himself
"Sharaku" (One-Who-Likes-To-Draw) may be summarized briefly from the
Introduction to the amply illustrated catalog which reproduces all
of the artist's works known to survive. Hig name in private life
Was Saito Jurobel; by profession he was a dancer in the semi-religious
and mystical No dramas which were played only in the dimly 1lit
Palaces of the nobles and before hushed audiences of scholars. Dur-
ing ten months of 1704, he produced his satirical portraits of the
enormously popular actors in the theatre of the common people, show-
Ing them in actual étage scenes. At the end of these ten months his
Creative activity ceaced as abruptly as 1t had begun. The rest is
6llence. There is rno prentice work, no decline. No one knows when
he wag born or when he died. The very meagre contemporary records

8ay only that nis work, though powerful, was exagrerated and failed




o please thc public. After thig Shearaku reuainad practically ;
unkno#®n 1n Japan.,
More than a hundred years later he was called forcibly to 3

the attentlon

of hils countrymen throusgh the discovery of hig impor-

tance by the Occldent, and the enthusiasm of French collectors which ;
culminated in an exhibition at the Musde des Artg Décoratifs in »
1911. Witain the pagst forty years great collections of Sharaku's f
orints have been formed in Europs, America and Japan, and nuch hac |
veen Written regarding the higstorical and aesthetic problems sugies-
ted by his work.

It rcmained, however, for the organizers of the prescent

sxhibition, the Eccicty for Japanese 8tudies of New York, and the
compilersc of 1its catalos, Messrs. Louis V. Ledoux and Harold G, {
Hendergon, to‘make recearciaes inte the theatrical archives Qf the

period which enabled them to giva outlines of the plots of the

plays themselves and lists of dramatis personaz, go that the type of
character being reprensented by each actor and through him by Sharaku

mnight be understood. Many identificaticons not known before have now

been lisgted and much new information hag been cbtained.

During the exhihition, excerpto from the catalog will be

digplayed on the walle with the prints co that the types of the
characters portrayed and the plots of the plays in which the actors

were appearing may we quickly understood. There wag the ever-popular

vendetta gtory;

the drama of loyalty; the hictorical play; the bilo-

graphical play of loosely connected episodes; and the play of the
loyal son who goes through many difficulties to avenge the death of
hiz father. The prineipal characters in each of the plays are drawn i

by Sharaku in the prescribed costumes and with the identifying hair

Arrangementg of villain, hero, .nurse, court lady, priest, pilgrim,

halr dresser, peasant girl, soldier, cpy, gelsha and ghoat. The ex-

TR ey

ii%ition will sianw these prints in the proper seguences to illustrate

the plays represented. Even the theatre director, fat, shrewd and

complacent, is shown seatad in ceremonial coctume and reading from

A 8Crull--possibly an announcement of one of the very plays which

Sharaiku has 1llustrated with such graphic satire.

Mr. Ledoux, co--author of the catalog, comments onSharaku

s g ne




g, N

and the theatre of his tiue, as followg:

"In eighteenth- century Japan there were two kindo

of theatre--the N5, abstruse, mystical, stately, which wab
Datrﬁnjzed only by the aristocracy, and Kabukl, the melo-
dramatic, swashbuckling, romantic ﬂtage of the comuon people
which had been developed from the puppet-plays and in which
tne actors slmulated the moticns--crossed eycs, distended
handc, exagserated postures--which had been dear to the public
in performanceu of the dolls they loved to watch., In the No,
Sharaku moved with slow grace, macked and magnificently robed,
in an atmogphere roughly equivalent to that of the Good Frlddy
scene 1in Parsgifal; he was llke one who had given his life to
playing Aeschuylus in Greek at Oxford.

"The people's theatre--Kabuki--that Sharaku de-
picted, was totally different. Macks were not worn: the playc
were melodramatic, violent. Virtue was rewarded, villaingc were
defeated to the vociferous delight of closely packed audlences.
The plots were drawn, ag in Greece, from universally known
chronicles of bygone wars; or else they told later taleg of
loyalty and love and revenge. Some of the great love storiecs,
the great vendetta stories, were produced again and again with
many variations. Loyalty was the primary motive of the dramat-
ic conflict in most of these plays, whether the struggle of a
woman torn between devotion to the daughter of her feudal lord
and devotion to her own child and husband, or the recurrent
story of young men who gave thelr livec to avenge their father
and to clear higs memory.

"All the pascilons of the bourgeoisie were played
on with concummate histrionic skill by actors who were idol-
ized but who, as Sharaku coming from the austerity of the No
paw them, gave a view of 1life in which the animal characteris-
tics, the stupidity, the conceit, the vulgarity, the little-
nesses of humanity seemed the fundamental characterigtics of
the players themselves and of the roles they enacted. One may
look at Sharaku's portraits and see only his mastery of com-
pocition and line, hls human insight, or one may gain from them
A new vision of an important and highly devcloped phase of
theatrical history that i1z almogt unknown to the theatre-going
public of the Occident."

The lenders to the exhibition are: The Art Institute of
Chicago; Frederick 8, Colburn, Evangton, Illinois; Fogg Art Museum,

qambridge, Massachucetts; Gilbert E. Fuller, Boston, Magsachusetig;

Edward Grabhorn, San Francisco, California; Louls V. Ledoux, New

York; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Museum of Fine Artc,
Bostor, Macnachupetts; Portland Art Museum, Portland, Oregon;

Carl ucﬂﬂub -tadter, New York.
A

"Kagaml jishi," a film of a performance in the popular
Kapg@;“theatre of Japan, from which Sharaku drew his
subject matter, will be shown in the Mugeum auditorium
at three o'clock daily except Sundays for the duration

of the exnibition of Sharaku prints. ’




