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Kokuho Shines Light on Kabuki's
Outsiders
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1_ Article

Read the following article aloud.

The box-office hit Kokuho ("National Treasure") explores the kabuki world's enduring tension
between raw talent and inherited bloodlines. It follows Kikuo, born into a yakuza family but
taken in by a prestigious kabuki household, where he and Shunsuke, the family heir, both
hone their talents. Since its release, it has become the second-highest earning live-action
Japanese film ever and has drawn attention to actors outside the hereditary guild.

Earlier in August, graduates of the National Theatre training institute performed to near-
capacity crowds at Tokyo's Asakusa Public Hall. The annual performance, which ended on
August 17, showcases only actors without kabuki lineage, and twenty such young
performers took part. The question now is: where will the next Kikuo emerge?

Continued on next page.
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Among them was 22-year-old Choya Nakamura shone in the role of Minami Yohei, who
graduated from the National Theatre training institute and now trains under Living National
Treasure Nakamura Karoku. After his major stage appearance, he remarked, "Thanks to my
master and everyone's support, | was able to perform the role. I'll work hard so this won't be
my last chance.”

The film's success has also boosted ticket sales at Tokyo's Kabukiza Theatre, the sacred
hall of kabuki. Shochiku, the theatre operator, reported, "Since the film's June release, ticket
sales have climbed steadily. We've also seen many posts from people saying they now want
to experience real kabuki, which shows just how strong the response has been.*

Aspiring kabuki actors from ordinary families have two main paths: begin as a child actor and
apprentice directly under a senior star, or train at the National Theatre training institute
before seeking apprenticeship. Living National Treasure Bando Tamasaburo took the first
path as disciple of the 14th Morita Kanya at just age six before being adopted into the family.
By contrast, graduates of the training institute include Ichikawa Emiya. Ichikawa later starred
in numerous productions alongside his master, second-generation Ichikawa En'0.

The National Theatre has trained kabuki actors since 1970. As of April 2024, graduates
accounted for 99 of Japan's 293 active kabuki actors. Currently, four trainees from the 29th
and 30th classes are enrolled and study daily from 10 AM to 6 PM under leading instructors
such as Nakamura Manju. Over two years, they learn performance, chanting, and gidayu, to
prepare. Applicants must be under 23, and tuition is free. Recruitment for the next class
begins in October.

Beginning September 2 at Kyoto's Minami-za Theatre, Ichikawa Emiya will play Fujiko Mine
in Lupin the Third. Born into an ordinary family, Emiya entered the National Theatre Institute
and later apprenticed under Ichikawa En’6. "For actors from kabuki families, audiences see
both the role and the actor himself,” Emiya explained. Without that background, he said, "I
have to let the role stand on its own.

Emiya entered the institute right after high school. Each day was filled with first-time
experiences with first-class teachers — "sword fights and stage combat learned through
constant repetition from morning until night,” he recalled. After graduation, he began with
minor parts, "even playing the leg of a horse," before being promoted. He thought of quitting
three times, but after discovering "the joy of truly becoming the role," he could never walk
away. To aspiring kabuki artists from ordinary families, Emiya notes: "It's a demanding world,
but full of stimulation and never boring." He added, "I am here today thanks to many great
teachers.”

Continued on next page.
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Today, private company Shochiku and the National Theatre sustain kabuki, giving it its dual
identity: preserving centuries-old traditions while thriving as commercial entertainment,
producing new works and modern-day stars. Heirs and adoptees still dominate, but institute
graduates now make up about 30% of actors, and in kabuki music (takemoto), 90%, ensuring
"outsider" talent continues breathing fresh life into a hereditary world.

Kabuki was paused during the pandemic, but this year, Shochiku has staged a string of hits,
including the succession naming ceremony for Kikugoro and Kikunosuke at Kabukiza in May,
stagings of three great classics, and the premiere of the new kabuki Phoenix. Shochiku has
also adapted Lupin the Third and collaborated with the popular video game Touken Ranbu.
These works are drawing foreign visitors, young people, and newcomers eager to experience
kabuki in new forms.

Source: Kokuho Shines Light on Kabuki's Outsiders
JAPAN Forward

AEME. —RAEEAS VIO T4 D— RHEEHE, MRASUHERT SIILLDHFEZS T ERE1 Y2 S— 2 IB/ARHAMMREL TVET.
TFR bR - BIMERZEZECFI.


https://japan-forward.com/kokuho-shines-light-on-kabukis-outsiders/

o TESE

w5~ x JAPAN FORWARD e

EEEPIus”
2 _ Key phrases and vocabulary

First repeat after your tutor and then read aloud by yourself.
1. Inherit  (ifi - B1E - 5 Z) 1+ <

I think I inherited my ears and my nose from my mother.

2. apprentice HFAUYUTEH, RELELTES

My brother apprenticed under a master carpenter for two years.

3. tuition iBEH

The tuition at the university had doubled in only five years.

4, sustain Xz 5. #EFEI 5

Hard work and the support of good friends sustain her.

5.thrive X935, FET S

Most artists thrive under a combination of discipline and freedom.

3_ Questions

Read the questions aloud and answer them.
1. What is the focus of the popular film Kokuho?

2. How can people from normal families become kabuki actors?
3. Describe what the training is like at the National Theatre Institute.

4. Do you think it matters if someone is born into a kabuki family? Why
or why not?

5. What makes kabuki such a special and highly respected art form?
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