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The Social Structure of Early Modern Osaka’s
Entertainment Districts: The Relationship Between
the Construction of Dotonbori and the Development

of the Performing Arts

Yurika KIGAMI

Although in recent years research on the performing arts in early modern Osaka has
advanced, scholars have yet to sufficiently examine the history of the performing arts
in seventeenth-century Osaka’s Dotonbori Entertainment District. In addition to
analyzing Dotonbori’s construction as an issue of urban spatial development, this
article aims to elucidate the historical trajectory of the performing arts in Osaka from
the seventeenth to the early-eighteenth century. It demonstrates the following points.

First, it confirms that the Dotonbori Entertainment District was constructed by
Yasui Kuhe as part of the broader development of the Dotonbori neighborhood. It is
thought that local landholders who participated in Dotonbori’s development initially
operated the playhouses and performance tents located in the Dotonbori Entertainment
District.

Second, this article shows that the development of the Dotonbori Entertainment
District was intimately linked to the broader development of the Dotonbori neighbor-
hood. The Dotonbori Entertainment District had two defining features: its playhouses
and performance tents were intimately linked with the performance of kabuki plays,
and the owners of local playhouses and performance tents also frequently served as
producers who organized performances. Furthermore, during Dotonbori’s first stage
of development, local kabuki actors had yet to develop an autonomous performers’
association. As this article shows, that feature distinguishes kabuki actors from other
early modern performers, such as joruri chanters, preachers, or dancers, who, during
the seventeenth century, developed independent performers’ associations. These differ-
ences in the historical development of various performers were also reflected in the
manner in which the authorities issued performance licenses known as nadai. Indivi-
duals seeking to stage performances in Dotonbori were required to obtain a license.
The issuing of such licenses marks a major turning point in the historical development
of the performing arts in seventeenth-century Osaka’s Dotonbori Entertainment Dis-
trict.

Two main factors drove the development of the performing arts from the seventeenth
to the eighteenth century: the transformation of official performance licenses into a
form of commodity, which could be exchanged or leased, and the growth of performers’
associations. Although the seventeenth-century history of the performing arts con-
tinued to exert an influence on certain features of the arts during the following cen-
tury, this article shows that the eighteenth century was characterized by a fundamental
historical transformation. It also seeks to emphasize the importance of considering the
seventeenth-century history of the performing arts when attempting to understand the
development of the arts in subsequent centuries.

Keywords : performing arts, kabuki, joruri, Dotonbori, entertainment district
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