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Keisai’s Ryakugashiki Books. A Best-selling Series Until the 1850s or Beyond
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There are various ways to become a successful publisher of books. One way — and probably
Tsutaya Jusaburo presents the best example — is to find a niche in the market. I am
thinking of his spring and autumn issues of the Yoshiwara saiken — that ensured him a
predictable income twice per year. In this way, with a minimum investment, money would
come in, most of it pure profit that allowed him to invest into more risky publishing projects.
It was only in 1837 that the firm gave up this monopoly that started in 1774, over sixty
years earlier.

Another way — and here Eirakuya Toshiro is probably the best example — is to turn some
unexpected successful publication into a best-selling book. The Denshin kaishu volume that
came to him by pure accident, published eventually as the Hokusai manga in 1814 saw its
last reprint in 1878. The first ten volumes sold at the price of 2 monme 8 bu each, actually
the same as the Keisai soga and probably the standard for the usual etehon in the
hanshibon format in the Bunsei period.

Most likely, the ryakugashiki books would best compare with the latter case, though
handled very differently. The initial volume, the Ryakugashiki of 1796, seems to have been
designed simply as a playful repetition of the Shoshoku ekagami of 1795. Keisai apparently
could afford to propose this to the Edo publisher Suharaya Ichibei since he had been
appointed as the eshi for the Tsuyama Lord in 1794 with hardly any serious obligation
against a very good annual stipend. In this way, he was freed from the hard competition
that ruled the world of commercial prints and illustrations to novels. The concept of the
Ryakugashiki was a totally novel approach to drawing — as Kandaan Shujin remarks in his
preface: ‘Independent of the shape, the illustrations represent the soul (seishin), and since
[Keisail does not focus on the shape, leaving out parts, I gave this volume the title of
Ryakugashiki’ We may estimate that also the publisher Suharaya Ichibei was surprised



with the immediate success, and Keisai duly delivered three sequels to answer the demand,
the Choju ryakugashiki (1797), the Jinbutsu ryakugashiki (1799), and the Sansui
ryakugashiki (1800), applying the ‘method’ to animals, figures, and the landscape
respectively. When Keisai failed to deliver further volumes, Suharaya added the postfix
‘rvakuga’to two more volumes that don’t really qualify, the Gyokai ryakugashiki (1802) and
the Soka ryakugashiki (1813).

Whether it was failure on the part of the publisher to cater to the obvious nationwide
demand — in spite of him seemingly belonging to the Suharaya group of publishers — or the
simplicity of the designs, anyway, we know of pirate editions for the Ryakugashiki and the
Jinbutsu ryakugashiki. Moreover, there are obscure Osaka issues, mostly published
anonymously. And yet, although it is normally only a firmly steered publishing house that
can help create steady-sellers, as in the cases of both Tsutaya and Eirakuya, the
‘ryakugashikr volumes remained steady-sellers and, most likely, even best-sellers until
well in the 1850s.
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