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Kabuki as Pop Culture:
Resistance, Innovation, Escape, and Fusion

Kayoko Motai

Abstract
Kabuki is clearly a form of popular culture, also enjoyed by the masses. However, the history of
Kabuki is also a history of suppression by the shogunate, and it thus takes on the characteristics of a

counterculture—a form of popular culture as a culture of escape and resistance.

This changed during the Meiji period, when, through the theatrical reform movement, New Kabuki
was born and began to evolve into high culture. The idea was that the plays, which had been popular
among the common people during the Edo period, now had to sophisticated enough to e appreciated by
the upper classes. This process of becoming high culture accelerated until the performance of a play
before Emperor Meiji, known as a imperial viewing, realized. Although the theatrical reform movement
itself stalled, New Kabuki was born within that movement, creating the current trend of classifying it as
high culture in terms of social stratification studies. Kabuki incorporated New Kabuki and absorbed the

authors and works of the opposing Shinpa and Shingeki movements.

After World War 11, most Kabuki plays banned by GHQ censorship, and to circumvent this censorship,
plays based on popular novels performed, leading to a rapid transformation into popular culture. This
paper focuses specifically on new Kabuki plays, attempting to discuss the relationship between
contemporary popular culture and the amorphous body of new Kabuki works that incorporate and fuse

with modern popular culture.

Keywords: popular culture, Kabuki, high culture, commercial theater



