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University of Kochi International Japan Studies Lecture Series N0.52

Title ‘An American “Kodanshi” Tells Her Story (and Others)’
Speaker Kyokudo Nanshun (Osaka, “kodanshi” [storyteller])
Time December 14, 2018, 18:30-20:30h

Venue University of Kochi, Eikokuji campus (A101)

On December 14th we held the last lecture in our series this year, a talk
about the tradition of “historical storytelling” (kodan) by Kyokudo Nanshun.
The last lecture it was, but it certainly proved to be more than a fluffy dessert.

During her lecture our guest speaker did not fail to point out that there are

i

about one hundred people who are active as professional “storytellers’
(kodanshi), and that she is the only foreigner among them. In fluent
Kansai-ese she told us how a young woman from Atlanta, Georgia, ended up
on the stages of Osaka. She depicted a long journey that started with her
decision to study Japanese as a student of Georgia State University, which
was a bit of an adventure already. Her curiosity for the martial and cultural
traditions of Japan only kept increasing as she learned, and it would

eventually take her across the Pacific. Curiosity turned into commitment in

2013 when she took yet another step away from the beaten track: she decided to begin training and
working as a professional storyteller.

The roots of the kodan tradition can be traced back to the times when the warrior class (samurai) rose to
power, some eight centuries ago. It is a style of storytelling that evolved out of the colorful accounts by
warriors, describing their exploits or those of others on the battlefield and related events of interest.
Despite having a similar set-up — the speaker sits on a pillow spread on a slightly elevated platform, and
makes use of a fan to help the audience visualize what is being said — it should not be confused with
“rakugo’, which per definition has a humorous twist at the end, and evolved out of the techniques used by
Buddhist priests to keep their sermons interesting to ordinary people.

Keeping things interesting did not prove hard for our speaker. After giving members of the audience the
chance to practice some “long-breath reading” Nanshun performed one story, the well-known historical
scene of the meeting of still young and brash Meiji hero Sakamoto Ryoma and the worldly reformer Katsu
Kaishu. Needless to say the audience soaked in every word of that performance.

If one wants to call it a dessert, this was an ornate and elaborate one, a feast in its own right, a suitable
ending for our series ‘
and the end of the
last full year of
Heisei. We all look
forward to seeing

you next year!
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