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During the Edo period, sumo became a standard entertainment for the common people, and by the late eighteenth century, it reached
a golden age of spectacular performances by popular wrestlers. Just around the same time, multicolored woodblock prints known as
nishiki-e (lit. “brocade pictures”) appeared in Edo and fascinated the people. Sumo nishiki-e, which vividly portrays the sumo wrestlers
and scenes of bustling sumo-watching, played an important role in promoting the feverish excitement over these matches and were
indispensable for the star wrestlers to gain popularity.
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Awarding of Yokozuna
License to Tanikaze Kajinosuke and Onogawa Kisaburo
Katsukawa Shun’ei
Sumo Museum
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Tanikaze Kajinosuke’s Yokozuna License
Sumo Museum
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Tanikaze Kajinosuke’s Yokozuna Wrestler’s Belt
Private Collection
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In the eleventh month of 1789 two Sumo wrestlers, Tanikaze and Onogawa were awarded the title of “Yokozuna” on the ring at the Fukagawa Hachiman Shrine in Edo. This was

the beginning of the custom of giving ranks to wrestlers by offering the strongest wrestlers a “Yokozuna license” which allowed them to wear yokozuna (lit. “horizontal rope”; a

rope worn around the waist) on the ring. It is presumed that Tanikaze and Onogawa became the fourth and fifth Yokozuna so as to add prestige to the title by creating the first
three “predecessors”.

ZHGEI - DT ERER EoroBsrEESS L ORED

_
BB W 8wk kW %?’J;Eﬁltl{ﬂﬁﬁ$$
JUE 0 g 3 o )ﬁl%ﬁ&miﬁi%ﬂﬂ
EHEEFELAHBEE B BB G X R
ORGSR Y H KT Z % A X # hoil oK
% 5 TR I
R mOr oW A
= MM
5 & & & o § § ¢ g ¢ &2 8§ 2 3 ¢ 3
1725% ¢ & § Z 8 5 5§ 5§ 8 § - B 38 &8 & g
o o [ [ w X P = X = % [os] 2 § g g
%) %) %) T 3 5 5 5 & & 3 c = & = g
Z 2 2 & §3 & £ £ 2 8 ¢ /& F & & 8
2 2> 2 & £ 8 8 8 2 < 3 8 g ©°© 3 ¢
3 (o} o O o = = = (] =} o = g g
2
3
N KN NN KN N O BN i N N Ol EE BN BN B
M7 B7B7BER 7B 7B 7 7 7 7 7 7 8 8 8
4 6 7 6 x 8 9 9 5 5 6 8 9 0 0 2
3 2 0 0 6 4 7 o 8 7 8 1 o B 7
§ § § § £ S § § § S S § § § § S
17504 1 1 1 1 1 1 N — 1 1 1 i 1 1 1
7 8 8 8 X® 8 8 8 7 8 8 8 8 8 8 8
9 1 2 4 % 6 3 6 9 0 2 2 5 7 5 5
2 8 0 98 = 4 2 1 s &8 & 2 1 7 4 0O
17655 (BAFI2) $iARKR(E. $hia & AlA
B R E R EMEEG & FIfT
1775 B BB B B
17784 (RXK7) =4O AR BT IRHIRESL *
17804 (RK9) B/ - /INEF) || ¥4 8k
17824 (KBH2) 63FRE R DA B /NEF) | D) 8 THED
1789%F (BEw) &R /N I DOHER R TR S
1791 5 (BE3) TR HWR_EIC THI D _LERE
1800 . — S
1825% T E B E
18334 (RfR4) ;I F ORFERITEMRRIEA & EHF 2
BE
18505 H = =
18754
CIFOBEERTY ZhE TOBRNA L S FIRAEADEBEXR+THICIEER L 7=,
1
[FZESE ]
O £4EE FE ASMEEABXRERS B8 [TBEASR]F4m BAELE 20155 2021 F7H158%T

ON=ZF=Iv-3H T A HEEIRES R [KEEAMAFL]
N=ZK—IL-3xH T >4t 20014&
O #E—BRIBEDRESE] 1L/ HkR4t 19945
O KHERSEMEE R [AFEET - iRE-F]
IFOEEE hLet BEMEIL T > 3 > | B KRGREEMEE 20145
O 7RI 535 (1975. B%) HEEF G N— XK —IJL -3 H T >4 19755

R 1T ARMEEANRREESE LI E RRELFRRIEME

T130-0015 RREBEMHEXAEHE1-4-1

SERE[MBEOHR TFX{E]2021F£7817H (H)—9A5H (R)

Rl #5141 X777 80—
THA L Bis B #XStikaruga.)

BE o> R =
E 3l T o< 1

COLOR SUMO WOOD-BLOCK PRINTS
AND EDO CULTURE
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OPENING OF THE GOLDEN AGE OF SUMO
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Sumo, which claims its origins to the episode of “Taima no Kehaya and Nomi no Sukune’s Sumo Match” in Nihon shoki (The Chronicles
of Japan, 720), developed as a shrine ritual and a court event, and has cultivated a tradition of watching and enjoying a contest of strength.

By the Edo period, sumo-watching became an entertainment for the common people. From around the late seventeenth century,
sumo matches were held frequently, particularly in the three cities of Edo, Kyoto, and Osaka, and people were enthused over the
competition of wrestlers sponsored by the various daimyo domains. By the mid-eighteenth century, regular tournaments were held in
Edo during the spring and winter, in Kyoto during the summer, and in Osaka during the fall.

By the late eighteenth century, in 1789, the rank of “Yokozuna” for the strongest wrestlers appeared, and in 1791, a match in front
of the Shogun was held at the Edo Castle. Having won the Shogun’s endorsement, the social status of sumo rose rapidly.

In the background of such a development was an unprecedented sumo boom. Among the most popular wrestlers were the two
who became the first Yokozuna: Tanikaze Kajinosuke (1750-1795) and his rival Onogawa Kisaburo (1758-1806). The Ukiyo-e artist
Katsukawa Shunsho (1743-1792) and his school produced portraits that captured the characteristics of these wrestlers and depicted
scenes of sumo matches that conveyed the heat of the tournaments.

The Tenmei and Kansei eras (1781-1801), when Tanikaze and Onogawa were active, coincided with the period when multi-colored

woodblock prints known as “nishiki-e” (lit. “brocade pictures”) reached its Golden Age, producing star artists like Toshusai Sharaku (date
unknown) and Kitagawa Utamaro (1753-1806).
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Edo-e (lit. “Edo pictures”) is the specialty of this place. Kabuki actors, courtesans of Shin-Yoshiwara, and sumo wrestlers are depicted in rich colors,

as if they are moving and laughing....

AKkizato Rito, ed. Tokaido meisho zue (Pictorial Guide to Famous Places on the Tokaido, 1797)

Sumo and nishiki-e, wrestlers and artists. Both stimulated and supported each other as they continued to fascinate the people.
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Uki-e (perspective picture) of the Edo Grand Fundraising Sumo Tournament
Katsukawa Shunsho Sumo Musseum
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Takaneyama Sokichi
Katsukawa Shun’ei
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After nishiki-e was created in 1765, Katsukawa Shunsho published “nigao” (lit. “face-
likeness”) portraits that captured the characteristics of individual Kabuki actors. These
became extremely popular, allowing the Katsukawa school led by Shunsho to take over
the yakusha-e prints depicting actors.That the ripening stage of Shunsho, who established
his school through the popularity of yakusha-e prints, coincided with the height of
Tanikaze and Onogawa’s popularity in the Tenmei and Kansei eras (1708-1801) was
fortunate for both Ukiyo-e and sumo. The subject of Katsukawa school’s works extended
to sumo wrestlers, and the portraits not only depicted their facial features and expressions
but captured their characteristics through their body build and fleshiness, poses assumed
when entering the ring, and wrestling styles. These portraits of sumo wrestlers brimming
with individuality embellished the city of Edo along with pictures of beautiful women, and

scenes of bustling sumo-watching boosted the feverish excitement over the tournaments.
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Sumo Wrestlers of the Kansei Era (1789-1801)
Sumo Museum
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Toshusai Sharaku’s overly short ten-month career of artistic production overlapped
with the sumo boom of the Tenmei and Kansei eras. Sharaku produced a number of
color prints of the “monstrous boy wrestler” Daidozan Bungord (1788-1822), who had
debuted in the eleventh month of 1794. Depicted in this folding screen, produced based
on Sharaku’s prints, Tanikaze and other wrestlers surround Daidozan. At the Sumo

tournament in Edo, giant “Big Man” and well-built “Monstrous Boys” who appeared on
the ring at the ring-entering ceremonies became as popular as the mighty wrestlers.
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Yokozuna, a Sumo Wrestler of the Highest Rank, Shiranui Dakuemon Entering the Ring
Utagawa Kunisada |
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When the leading artists of the Katsukawa school deceased one after another during the
Bunsei era (1818-1830), the Utagawa school gained monopoly of sumo and actor prints.
Utagawa Kunisada (1786-1865), a popular artist among them, is known to have produced
more than a thousand sumo-e. Kunisada and his successors added variations to sumo
nishiki-e and continued to release portraits of contemporary wrestlers.
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Kagamiiwa Hamanosuke Utagawa Kunisada |
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Arajika Kosuke Utagawa Kunisada |
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At times, they reused woodblocks to aim at efficiency and to deliver to the fans the
pictures of their favorite wrestlers with speed and at a lower price.
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Amidst thriving Edo, there is nothing that better pronounces great peace than two times of sumo, three theatres of play, and the five streets of

brothels....

Terakado Seiken, Edo hanjoki (An Account of the Prosperity of Edo, 1832-36)

What represented Edo’s prosperity were the two annual sumo tournaments, three Kabuki theaters, and the Yoshiwara brothels, which comprised
five streets. This is what Terakado Seiken, the author of Edo hanjoki, wrote in the preface of his book that depicted the thriving city of Edo. The main
text continues with an account of “Sumo”, followed by “Yoshiwara” and “Theaters”. The popularity of sumo is described as “the excitement that is
like the sea turning upside down,” and it is to no wonder that it was placed before the “two great vile places” (nidai akusho), or the famous pleasure

quarters and theater districts. Words and images associated with sumo have permeated into people’s lives and have been passed down to this day.
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Great Sumo Wrestlers clossing Ryogokubashi Bridge Utagawa Toyokuni lll (Kunisada )
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Just around the time that Edo hanjoki was written, in the tenth month of 1833, the
venue for sumo tournaments, which had until then been held at random places, was
established within the temple grounds of Ekoin in Ryogoku. Matches were held at
Ekoin, Ryogokubashi, and Sumidagawa, hence transforming Rydgoku into a sumo
district. Soon sumo took root in aspects of people’s lives beyond the tournaments.
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Futatsu chocho kuruwa nikki (A Diary of Two Butterflies in the Pleasure Quarters):
Arashi Kichisabur6 lll as Nuregami Chogoro and Nakamura Fukusuke | as
Hanaregoma Chokichi Utagawa Toyokuni lll (Kunisadal)
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For instance, sumo frequently appeared in traditional folk tales, as in the story of Kintaro, in
which the boy protagonist wrestles against a bear. During the Edo period, Kabuki and Joruri

puppet plays also performed plays that reflected the popularity of sumo. These plays, known
as the “sumo plays” (sumo-mono) had popular actors play the role of popular wrestlers.
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From the sumo ranking charts (banzuke), which listed the names
of the wrestlers according to their rankings, developed various

parody charts (mitate banzuke), or the ranking lists of famous
places, local specialties, famous shops, rich people, and more.
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Design for Paper Sumo Wrestling Game Utagawa Kuniyasu
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Children not only mimicked sumo matches but became familiar

with sumo through playing with sugoroku board games and “toy
pictures” (omocha-e) of cut-out wrestlers.
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Smoking Set with Sumo Ring and Referee’s Fan Design
Binsetsusai Kyuho
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