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My Uncle, Japan's Last Street Storyteller
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1_ Article

Read the following article aloud.

My uncle, Tadashi Sugiura, said to be the last professional Japanese picture-card storyteller
(kamishibaishi) in Japan, passed away on May 28 at the age of 95. He was featured in many
news stories throughout his life and was even invited to perform one of his original works in
the United States.

Tadashi's funeral was held on May 31 in Tenroku, an old downtown neighborhood of Osaka
where he had spent decades performing for children. Beside the memorial altar stood the
wooden clappers he used to announce his kamishibai shows, along with his trademark hat.
"He devoted his life to kamishibai," recalled his eldest son, Kenichi. "I'm sure he's
performing in heaven, too.*

Born in Ishikawa Prefecture, Tadashi moved to Osaka at 20 and first encountered kamishibai
there. "I'd always thought work meant sweat and hard labor. But here were storytellers

drawing crowds of children and housewives with nothing but words. | wondered what kind of
profession that could be." Continued on next page.

Source: My Uncle, Japan's Last Street Storyteller
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1_ Article

After the dyeing company where he worked went bankrupt, he lost his job at 48 and decided
to become a professional kamishibai performer. At a time when television was replacing
traditional entertainment and the number of performers was rapidly declining, he chose to
devote himself to the art form despite strong opposition from his family.

Traditional kamishibai featured heroes and fairy tales, but Tadashi also created original
works. One was based on baseball pitcher Choji Murata and became popular after
performances at baseball stadiums. Another told the story of John Manjiro, whose life as a
bridge between Japan and the United States earned Tadashi an invitation to perform in
Boston in 1992.

Although he often appeared in newspapers and on television, | kept my distance because of
our family connection. That changed after the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake. After
seeing evacuees on television, Tadashi created a kamishibai about Hayabusa, the Japanese
space probe that returned samples from asteroid Itokawa. Hoping to bring disaster victims a
story of perseverance and hope, he spent eight months researching and developing the work
before traveling alone to temporary housing sites and community centers across the affected
region.

| accompanied him to sites in Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures. It was the first time | had
covered my uncle as a journalist. "Hayabusa, do you copy? Hayabusa, do you copy?“ His
deep voice echoed through a hall filled mostly with elderly residents. He later told me, "I'm
pretty old myself, but people younger than me have lost their spirit. After everything they've
endured, | wanted them to lift their heads and look forward.“ Some survivors watching the
performance were moved to tears, saying it brought back memories of their childhood.

Several days after the funeral, | visited his home. Tens of thousands of kamishibai cards and
research materials still filled the house as his sons sorted through them. The family endured
many hardships. My uncle took on apprentices over the years, but none remained with him to
the end. He demanded uncompromising dedication, and even his two sons chose not to
immerse themselves in the world of kamishibai. Yet children adored him and affectionately
called him occhan ("uncle"). He also became a trusted advisor to parents struggling with
raising their kids.

Tadashi kept performing on street corners until age 90, when the COVID-19 pandemic
spread. One thing he often said has stayed with me ever since: "Kamishibai has the power to

help people rise again. It is life itself. It gives people the strength to live. Kamishibai is a
serious undertaking."

Continued on next page.

AREME, —BRAFEAD /(> T D— RIEEEE. RNSHERT SHILKDHFHEZF T,



https://japan-forward.com/obituary-uncle-tadashi-sugiura-last-kamishibai-storyteller/

o TESE

55 x  JAPAN FORWARD™ e

EEEPILs

1_ Article

By coincidence, on the day of his funeral, the first-ever release of the crested ibis on Japan's
main island was held in his hometown of Hakui. The bird, once extinct in the wild in Japan,
has become a symbol of recovery for the region. Had my uncle still been healthy, | am
certain he would have created a hope-filled kamishibai story about the birds and traveled to
visit survivors of the Noto Peninsula earthquake, just as he had done after the Great East
Japan Earthquake.

Twenty-five days before his death, shortly after turning 95, he wrote a message in his own
hand: "To live is to die. My life is endless! I'll live another ten years—to 105!"

Source: My Uncle, Japan's Last Street Storyteller
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2 _ Key phrases and vocabulary

First repeat after your tutor and then read aloud by yourself.

1. devote BB 9 %
She decided to devote more time to learning French so that she could understand the
culture better.

2. crowd R
A large, excited crowd gathered outside the soccer stadium.

3. survivor £7F#&
The survivor of the wildfire disaster shared her experience with the students.

4. childhood %17 #4
The old pop song reminded Takeshi of his childhood.

5. dedication Bk&
Arisa’'s dedication helped her team to succeed in the national competition.

3_ Questions

Read the questions aloud and answer them.
1. What job did Tadashi lose before becoming a professional
kamishibai performer?

2. Which historical figure became the subject of one of Tadashi's
original kamishibai works?

3. Why did Tadashi travel to disaster areas after the 2011 Great East
Japan Earthquake?

4. Why do you think traditional arts should be preserved?

5. Have you ever met someone who was deeply devoted to a skill or
hobby? What did you learn from that person?
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