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Abstract

Production of Tenugui
with a Customized Design for Entertainers
and the Toyoda Tenugui Collection

—— An Investigative Report on Tenugui Used as Greeting Gifts
in Kabuki, Rakugo, and the Modern Show Business World
in Japan —

OKUBO Naoko

In the world of Kabuki, Rakugo and other kinds of show business in Japan, Tenugui
have been used as commemorative gifts, return gifts or greeting gifts for a long time.
In this report, I investigate the characteristics of the designs of Tenugui that were
produced from the late Meiji era to today as gifts from entertainers. My analysis is
based on the samples in the Toyoda Tenugui collection. Mr. Toyoda, the collector
behind this collection, has been engaged in the work of producing Tenugui with
customized designs, so I conducted a few interviews with him about the custom of
using Tenugui in the world of traditional or modern show business, as well as the
process of producing Tenugui with customized designs, and documented the interviews.

Among Kabuki actors, a Tenugui with an actor’'s personal design on it is used as
return gift for elite patrons who visit the dressing room, or as a commemorative gift
marking the succession of the stage name. The ornamental designs of Kabuki actors’
Tenugui are based on the traditional motifs of their family, such as a family crest or
favorite motifs of the family, but stereotypes are not employed. We can find various
witty designs composed using traditional elements. Such ingenuity exemplified the
design sense of the late Edo era.

In the world of Rakugo, Tenugui are used as a commemorative gift on the occasion of
an actor’s succession to a stage name, and also as New Year’'s greeting gifts among
Rakugo storytellers. The ornamental design of the Rakugo storytellers’ Tenugui has a
tendency to pursue more originality. For example, we often find ornament patterns in
which their names are hidden, or portraits drawn by popular illustrators or comic
artists of the day.

In the world of modern show business, actors or singers order their Tenugui with a



customized design prior to their stage performance. Their Tenugui are used as return
gifts to special fan club members or as greeting gifts among co-performers. They are
sometimes used for publicity events. There are no particular conventions or rules about
the ornamental design of Tenugui in the modern show business world, but in many
cases, the actor or singer’s sign is dyed. This characteristic reflects the use of Tenugui
as being used like a business card.

The intermediaries involved in making Tenugui with a customized design, like Mr.
Toyoda, work as a producer and not as a designer. They create the original idea for the
ornamental design of the Tenugui together with the person who ordered it, and then
entrust it to a professional artist to complete the drawing of the design. Such a two-step
design system made it possible for people for whom design is not their specialty to

participate in creating their original Tenugui designs.



