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Taishii Engeki as “Theater”

by TAKAHIRO TAKEUCHI

In general, theater comprises four fundamental elements: audience, performer,
performing space, and dramaturgy. This note aims to investigate the four components as they
apply specifically to the Japanese Taishii Engeki. In the context of this note, the prevailing idea
of Taishii Engeki as tabishibai (itinerant troupe) is not a premise; it is, instead, an object of
scrutiny.

It is often said that the audience of Tuishii Engeki is largely composed of a minority
group of Japanese society. Such a viewpoint is related to Taishii Engeki’s itinerancy and
reflects its minor cultural/historical status. However, when Taishii Engeki is considered as
theater in general, the audience factor is more effectively explained by the notion of the
neighborhood, which indicates both the spatial proximity of people and their emotional or
affective interest in each other. This concept is frequently observed in the theater of Taishii
Engeki.

However, it is true that almost all Taishii Engeki performers or troupes travel through
the year. This nomadic characteristic determines the inner structures of the troupes. In fact,
most Taishii Engeki ensembles comprise the members of a family, which is the most suitable
unit for ceaseless traveling. Therefore, the peripatetic nature of Taishii Engeki is not a
theatrical method created by Angura Engeki (underground theater); it represents a principle of
life.

Taishii Engeki performances occur in two kinds of performing spaces: the gekijo (a
dedicated permanent theater) and the senta (a banquet hall in spa facilities). Sometimes the
gekijo is called the engeijo (entertainment hall), a name that is usually utilized for yose
(vaudeville), and not for theater. The senta is not inherently a space dedicated to the
performing arts. The use of such venues implies that Taishia Engeki is phylogenetically
distinguished from that which is labeled theater in contemporary times.

The main character of the shibai (play) in Taishii Engeki is a tabinin (wandering
gambler). He departs, returns, and departs again, but unlike mythological heroes who restore
order to the community, the tabinin’s second departure is caused by, and sometimes causes, a
rather tragic ending. Nonetheless, the tabinin exemplifies the shibai of Taishu Engeki not only

through the frequency of his appearance but also as an archetype that self-referentially denotes
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the very identity of Taishii Engeki.

Seen in this light, the common formula of Taishu Engeki as tabishibai cannot be
held to be entirely correct. This deduction stems largely from the audience and the performing
spaces that are brought into play (and their mutual relationships) as theatrical elements. In
particular, the performing spaces are more problematic because, in addition to the phylogenetic
differences evinced by both the gekijo and the senta from traditional theater venues, these

spaces also serve to question the phylogeny of Taishii Engeki itself.



