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A Quantitative Analysis of Portraits of Kabuki Actors

Masakatsu Murakami and Jiichiro Urabe

Faculty of Culture and Information Science, Doshisha University

In Kabuki performance, all actors are male. An actor who plays female parts is called
an Oyama, and an actor who plays male parts is called a Tachiyaku. In this study,
we analyzed portraits of Oyama and Tachiyaku drawn by three representative Japanese
painters named Toshusai Sharaku, Utagawa Toyokuni and Utagawa Kuniyoshi.

The result derived from principal component analysis using data of angles that com-
pose parts of faces such as eyes, nose, mouth and eyebrows, shows that these three painters
made conscious efforts to exaggerate the difference between Oyama and Tachiyaku by
drawing an Oyama’s face as oval and a Tachiyaku’s face as round.

It also became clear that the most remarkable difference was seen in portraits by
Sharaku, who is said to have tried to draw the true face of an actor.

Moreover, we carried out a similar analysis on how to draw faces of males and fe-
males in the Ukiyo-e of Kitagawa Utamaro to compare the difference between drawing
an Oyama’s face and a Tachiyaku’s face in portraits of Kabuki actors. We found that
Utamaro also has a tendency to draw a female’s face as oval and male’s face as round,
but in his portraits it was not as clear as in portraits of Kabuki actors drawn by Sharaku,
Toyokuni and Kuniyoshi.

These analyses show that painters who drew Kabuki actors especially emphasized the
femininity of an Oyama’s face in their drawings.

Key words: Ukiyo-e, Kabuki actors, Oyama, Tachiyaku, drawing techniques for faces, principal
component, analysis, Toshusai Sharaku, Utagawa Toyokuni, Utagawa Kuniyoshi, Kitagawa Utamaro.



