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Glasses in the literature of the Edo period

YOSHIDA, Shin-ichiro

It is said that glasses were introduced into Japan from Europe in the 16th century. And they had spread through
metropolises, Kyoto, Osaka, and Edo, by the Jokyo and Genroku era (1684-1704). I have found that glasses appear in
various genres of the literature of Edo period such as theatrical arts (Joruri and Kabuki), kanshi (Chinese poetry),
Haikai, Senryu, Kyoshi and Kyoka. In this paper, I’ll briefly introduce those works by genre.

First, in theatrical arts, high-ranking and old men characters use glasses because of not only a syimbol of wealth but
also exaggeration of their characteristics, observant eye or foxy.

Second, let’s see in the case of kanshi. Riku-nyo (1724-1801), a poet in mid-Edo period, wrote an essay on poetry
“Katsugen-Shiwa”. In the essay, he asserted that Japanese poets should adopt familiar subjects like glasses in their works.
After that, some glasses themes poets were written by some poets. Their common point is that they are themed their
intelleclture happiness for getting easier to read books by using glasses.

Third, in Haikai, there are works glasses as an artifact is contrasted with natural landscape. For example, a lens of
glasses is expressed as a metaphor of the moon. And there are few old age themed haikai.

Forth, in Senryu, there are some old age themed works, for example, a conceited old samurai and a nasty old woman.
The glasses that they wear indicate their character.

Finaly, in Kyoshi and Kyoka, these genres tend to make a parody of Chinese books, Japanese poems and idioms. So do
glasses themed works.

“Glasses” didn’t become main subject in the literature of the Edo period. Most of Edo literature is composed of contrast
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between “Ga (#)” means elegancy of earlier works, traditional beauty sense, and “Zoku (X8)” means familiar sense.
Glasses didn’t have “Ga” fraction because it hadn’t settle down as subject of Japanese literature at that time. However, it
is a charm of Edo literature such the flexibility and curiosity that even new things like glasses were accepted easily as

subject of literary works.
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