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THE KNACK OF MAKING A JAPANESE LAUGH

By ADACHI KINNOSUKE

The American conception of a Japanese comic artist

N SPITE of our critics there must be
I something human about us heathens in

Japan. For we have laughed for nearly

twenty-six ecnturies and do still laugh
at the miseries and predicaments of others.
And that is perhaps the broadest foundation
stone underneath the old and scantily fur-
nished structure which might be called
Japanese Humor. In all our long, weary his-
tory our august ancestors have never achieved
& lemon meringue pie. Therefore that re-
fined masterpiece of humor so familiar to the
movie fans of this enlightened land--Charlic
Chaplin with his noble features solidly and
squarely opposing the flight of a piece of the
aforementioned pie—had never delighted our
people over there hefore the invasion of
American films.

Even with this painfully glarving handi-
cap Japan may be able to hold her own
against the United States or any other coun-
try in the variety and extravagance of her
slapstick comedy. There iz a humorous im-
pression in America that the Japanese are a
race suffering from super-refinement and that
they are as stiff as the starch in their cere-
monial costumes of ancient days. Evidently
our American friends pot the idea of our
people from the fans, lacquer wares and Sat-
suma vases and from the solemn stupidities
of our official class.

Refinement we may have in some things, but
not so abundantly in the realm of humor.
Some years ago there lived in‘Tukio a scholar
named Professor Basil H. Chamberlain, He
knew us much better than we did ourselyves,
because it was his erudite delight to read us
in the light of what the other peoples heyvond
the four seas thought and did. He wrote &
small book which, in the judgment of many
of us natives, has remained for generations
and will remain for many more generations
one of the biggest books on Japan. In hiz
“Things Japanese” he defines Japanese hu-
mor as the mixture of “the broad jest, the
outrageous pun, the practical joke, the loud
guffaw. Quips, cranks and wanfon wiles,
snatches of half meaningless song buffoonery,
tomfoolery, high jinks of every sort—the very
carnival of uproarious merriment.”

There is a book which has enjoyed for cen-
turies the reputation of being the one hig fun
book of the people of Japan. “Hizakurige” is
its name, which cannot be Englished either
correctly or gracefully (for it is not a correct
or a graceful word in any language), but
which might be rendered as “Shanks’ Mare-
ing It.” It iz the record of two heroic souls,
Yajirobei and Kidahachi by name, the Japa-
nese Mutt and Jeff (absolutely penniless—
that is, without funds of their own, but rather
rich in the money in other men’s pockets),
shaking it from the storied Yedo of the Shozun
down that historic highway, Tokaido, to the
ancient flower capital of the Mikade, the
present Kyoto.

The classic was written by the Japanese
Rabelais, who wrote under the pen name of
Jippensha Ikkyu. Poor in worldly wealth, his
two heroes were rich in that superd pift of
the gods we sometimes call wit.  And the
featuring of these two (hings, the utter ab-
sense of money and the persistent presence of
sharpest sort of wit, naturally mothered meny
a laugh. But from beginning to end and at
all times it is that brand of fun so luminously
-wvered by the definition of Professor Cham-
berlain quoted above. Here is a samplie:

“Ona day, long, long after the sun had gone
behind the western hills in his night-robe of
crimson and geld, our travelers two, Yaji and
Kida (for short), found themselves at the
entrance of a village inn. They were pale
with hunger and gray with the dust of travel
Above all the wealth of the world they longed
for the steaming hot consolations of a regu-
lar Japanese bath. When the maid announced
that the bath was ready neither Yaji nor Kida
cared very mueh for the first prize in polite-
ness. Yaji just naturally beat Kida to it,
simply because he happened to be the nimbler

of the two, He stripped himself with & dis-
pitch worthy of a better cause and faced the
bathtub, Tt was then all his hilarity van-
izhed. He had never seen a bathtub like that
before in all his life—and no wonder, It was
one of those in fashion in the districls near
Kyoto; an entively strange creation to the
children of Yedo of those days, The huge
wooden barrel was built in squarely over the
stove. It was bottomed with copper plate, and
the five was built directly under it, so that it
took very little time to heat the water, The
bath barrel was fitted with a perforated
wooden bottom, which was so made to float on
top of the water when no one was in the bath.
In that manner it served also as the lid while
the water was being heated. The bather was
cxpected to step on it as he entered the huth
und sink it with his weight till it rested
against the copper bottem. Now Yaji had
Leen ‘used to the Yedo style of a tub ftted
with a wooden 1id, which the bather tukes off
a5 he enters the bath. Natu rally enough, Yaji
put his fingers through some of the holes
made in the wooden hottom floating atop of
the waler and lifted it out of the tub, and with
the impatience of a weary traveler about to
enjoy an enrthly paradise of unspeakable hliss
leaped into it. He went in like a flagh, but
lte came out much guicker., s stay in the
tub was not long, but quite loug enough to
hlister a goodly section of the soles of his
fuet, for he had landed imtimately upon the
roil hot copper bottom of the bath without
the mereiful intervention of the wooden flour,
He turned his wide-open mouth and wider-
fpen eyes on the offending tub with unut-
terable resentment and disgust, He was about
to eall for the servant of the hotel to demand
some sort of explatation. But at that pre-
cisa moment it dawned on him that there
might be some mystic rite about this new
fangled tub of which he was utterly ignorant.
A child of Yedo would rather die than show
himself as an ignoramous in the eyes of a
village inn people. Hig bloodshot eyes roamed
over the battlefield, where everything, includ-
ing his henor, was completely lost. But ‘where
there is a god who throws you down there will

be another who picks ¥ou up' is an ancient
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Nippon is perhaps the only country whc:c the people make playmates of their
gods. Here they are taking one of their deities for an airing

proverb of the KEast, And the gloomy eyes of
Yaji fell upon a paiv of clean wooden elogs
in the corner of Lthe bathr~om,

YA gift of the gods!' exelaimed Yaji as
he put them on and leaped into the tul with
them protecting his vather sensitive fect, He
took his time; he broke out in o sevies of
crippled and disjointed songs—snatehes of all
the popular airg he had ever heard in his
life, He enjoyed his hot bath, He was en-
joying infinitely more the laugh he expected
tn have over the predicament of hiz puéin no
vemote future, In fact, Kida was snarling
his impatience from the adjoining room. As
soon as Yaji got out of the hot water he took
the clogs off and hid them awayv. Thig time
there was an exeess load of politeness about
Yaji as he emerged from the bathroom and
urged his friend to enter the heaven on earth.

“Kida took his turn at the earlthly: pavadise
with as much velocity as his friend Yaji—
with pretty much the same sort of blistering
result. He, too, looked about the room care-
tully in search of salvation, Yaji evidently

.

did not coneeal the elogs very successfully, fox
Lis friend found them without too much loss
of time, Tie waz morvtally eertain that noth-
g was the matter either with him or with
Lhis steange type of buth, only his friend the
cremy ayeld a nasty, cowardly trick on him
niore—I E:}IL

utie was all.  That explained
everything to lis entire satisfaction, e was
Loiling with rage and with the expectation of
what a dire catastrophe he would hurl at the
miserable head of the faithless Yaji, In a
fit of rage he stamped on the copper floor of
the tub with more emphasis than wisdom.
T'lie most natural thing on earth came to pass.
ITe stamped through the thin copper bottom.
There was a tremendous hiss of water as it
drowned the fire beneath, and there was a
vell of pain which entirely drowned the sound
of rushing water. Yaji, whe had been wateh-
ing this farce through a hole in the paper
sereen, rushed madly out to save his friend
and got himself all messed up about ag badly
as the hapless Kida, so proving to his entire
satisfaction that in thiz life gods, when they

Tokio “Jifi.”

dispense favors and fun, do so with unspeak-
able impartiality."”

In this particular brand of humor the
Japanese carry the laugh much further than
American comedians, For we do not stop
where a decent Christian people does. Just
poking fun at our fellow mortals squirming in
tight corners is not enough. We insist on
carrying the laugh into the domain of the
august gods of our ancestors. Not with all
the gods we worship, to be sure—for with us
the gods are like humans., There are deities
and deities. Some are sc sacred that such an
idea as making a target of mirth of them
would never enter into the heads of the people
in a thousand years. But then again we have
with us in Nippon a perfect colony of humor-
ous deities, and with those the people of Japan
have no end of fun. Sometimes they laugh
with them—the gods—and at times they even
laugh at them, their follies, their foibles, their
predicaments, If you wera to walk down
Ginza Street in Tokie, which is our Broadway,
you would not be able to find a single cartoon
or caricature of our Emperor or of any of the
members of the imperial family of Japan.
But you would have no trouble in meeting a
few hundred cartoons of all sorts of guds.

Professor Chamberlain's definition of Japa-
nese humor does not cover every department
and varviety of it. For at times wit fiashed
:n Japan with as much grace and lizhtness of
touch as French esprit.
ample:

There lived a wit who answered to the name
of Sorori Shinzaemon. Now Sorori was per-
haps the wisest man of the court of a great
Shogun, therefore and naturally he went un-
der the official title of a fool or a court jester
—as is the time-honored custom in the
Orient as well as in the Occident. The mighty
Shogun—tim sovereign de facto of the time—
wished to get the first hand knowledge of the
conditions of his people., He wished to go
and mix and mingle with them and see how
they were faring. There was no other way
of doing this save through the ancient triek
of disguising himself and going -about the
country from place to place. There was one
serious objection to that programme at the
time: the courtry was torn into hundreds of
factions, and in many sections of the land life
wns by no means safe. The elder counselors
of the Shogun were entirely snd unanimously
gpposed to any such ddngerous adventure.
The issue of practical statesmanship was to
{ind the effective how—how to stop the Shogun
from carrying out his dangerous design. The
Shopun happened to be Toyotomi Taiko, who
had visen from the son of a “water-drinking”
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WHEN GRASSHOPPERS PULLED TRAINS

HE eleetrie locomotive slid softly into
the terminal and came o a gentle

stop. Two of the outgoing passen-

gers turned to notice the crew, who
were stepping from their cab. The fireman
—if such he may be called on an electric—
was an immaculate young chap, not even deipn-
ing to wear overalls, The cngineer was a
scholarly pevson, who might have been a col-
lege professor, He wore a white collar.

One of the two ohservers was Fugene Beggs,
of Paterson, N. J. Mr. Bepgs chuckled. There
Were reasons.

“Seventy-five yoars ago,” he declared, “whan
it was my boyish ambition ta be a locomotiva
engineer, that wasn't quite what T had in nind.
Engineers got only 32 a day then, and tine
and a half and double time were ideas which
never had occurred to ys,”

Those were the days of the old “grass-
botper” locomotives. Mr. Beggs remembared
two ot them on the Paterson & Hudson River
Railroad. Their hboilers and cylinders were
upright and they had a fan blast, for that
Was necessary in the use of “stone” conl, which
was what they used to call anthracitas in those
days. They couidn't pronounce the other word.

“In those days,” said Mr. Beggs, “the town
was never mixed up with a lot of new fangled
time cthgns. Down in the railroad yard at
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Paterson a large bell was suspended, and three
times a day, just fifteen minutes before train
time, Rody Claxton would ring it loud enough
to be heavd all over the place,

Railroading

was a rougher game than it is now. They
didn't wear white collars then. I recall old
Tom Blakely, who was one of the first engi-
neers.  The Patterson & Ramapo road was

Andrew Jackson,
built in
®

the orig:‘na! of the grasshopper type of locomotive. It was
1836 and was one of the earliest to use coal for fuel

'

built to connect with the Erie at Suffern and
to the P. & H. R, R. Il. at the junection, one-half
mile from the town. Oune day the Ramapo
train was on the way to Jersey City and Tom
Blakely was coming to Paterson with his
train. The road was single tvack, A curye
at Lake View happened to be in an unfortu-
nate place, considering the schedule the two
trains were running on.

“Blakely and York, the engineer of the
other train, didn't see each other coming on
aecount of that curve and consequently they
met rather suddenly, The Blakely, train was
a mixed one, passenger and freight, and
judging from the flour that was scattered
over the countryside the Blakely train had
the worst of the concussion,

“They still had the cld flat rails in those
deys, and I can remember when they fivat
started to tear them up and lay the T-rails,
Tke flat rails were dangerous. One of them
once turned up over a wheel into the car in
which my mather was riding from New York.
It tore her dress.

“Railroads have improved since those
days,"” added the old engineer, “but I don't
believe they are as saving and economical
as they used to be. The saving of coal and
oil used to be drilled into us engineers, so
that once when an engineer was asked what
he would do in case of a collizsion, he said:

“T would grab an oll can and a lump of
coal and jump!” ‘
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Take this for ex-*

You do not have to understand Japanese to grasp the main points of this “strip” from the
Remember, however, that Japane ¢ comics read from right to left

{farmer to the highest pozition in the empirs
and, naturally, had a rather high cpinion of
his ability in doing things in the face of all
sorts of storms, Solemn conclaves a
more solemn conclaves of the elde
of the day yielded just one sh
the shape of a slender hope.

court fool, Sorori.

arvest—ir
re was that
He waa ab:
only man who could do anything

i

gun. And this simple and «ll-:
made the stiff knee jointz of the el
—and bend before a man of jests.

cepted the commission with as much cheer as
a sales agent accepts the commission for a
Rolls-Royece carload.

Very early the following morning there was
a rush and commotion where noise and dia-
turbance meant the decapitation of a dozen
heads any day—namely, in the bed chamber of
the Shogun. The retainers on duty wers pale
and ashen with smazement.

“August master,” breathed Sorori, facing
squarely the stormy features of the Shogun
with equally portentous frowns on his face,
“I've just met with a liver-squashing sight, the
like of which the eyves of man never befors
bekeld. And I have rushed in here to tell
vou of it before I die—for I shall die in a
minute or two.”

The death of a favorite jester was no laugh-
ing matter to the Shogun. Instantly he was
all ears and roundwepen eyes.

“The humble one climbed the hills back of
the castle as of wont that I might be num-
bered among the first to greet the Lord of Day.
The saered silences among the pines beyond
the shrine were as profound azs the thoughts
of the gods, And I stood there lost in won-
der as the dawn whitened on the treetops.
Suddenly there was a tremendous flapping of
wings and behold, there towered in front of
me a fengw as tall as heaven.” (A tengu isa
red-faced, winged demi-god with tlie longest
nose imaginable and who, like the storied
little girl, was very, very good when he was
good and very, very wicked when he wished
to be bad.)

“Well™ sald the Shogun, In the voice
of one who had never seen a tongu in all his
eventful life.

“The august tenpu said to me: ‘I'm going
to eat you up. Half a minute for you to talk
to your gods.”! Strange, august n iy, how
quickly the wit of a lazy soul works when it

has to,” said the jester, his tangled fealures

melting into the first faint smile at the inter-
view, “Wilh the first breath that came back
to me I said: ‘Oh, soverveign tengu—Dnhow great

vou are! Heaven is just high enough to roof
you. And after beholding your nchle propor-
tions I am ready to die, regretting only 1 can-
not offer you a nobler meal, But—but I have
one with before I die.” The tengu wished to
Lnow what that was. ‘Now that I have seen
how great yvou can be, deign to show me how
really small you ecan be also, for I haye heard
that you can shelter your noble stature within
an ant.” The tengu agreed to satisfy my dying
wish and bade me to stretch forth my right
hand, palm up. There was another flapping
of wings and then in a twinkling the hnge
tengu vanished. Presently I felt an itch on
my outstretched palm, and looking intently
upon it I found on it something like the
smallest ant I had ever seen.”

Thus speaking, Sorori locked upon the
Shogun in a dramatic pause. The Shogun
wished to know what he had dune.

“This,” said Sorori, opening his mouth wide
and slapping his open palm onto it, “and the
tengw is inside of me now; and 1 am sure 1
am going to die.”

The Shogun mever went abroad in the goiss
of a mendicant that he might study the con-
ditions of his pepple first hand.

The father of Japanese caricature was 8
Buddhist priest called Kakuyu, wlio iz better
linown among his friends as the Abott of Tobs.
His genius dominated this particylar field of
pictorial art to such an extent that even 10
this day all the earicatures and funny pictures
are called “Toba pictures” by the people of
Nippon. The worthy abbot was born in 1083
A. D, and frivoled away the early years of
the twelfth century in amusing himself by
poking fun at men and beasts of his time with
his gifted brush, The abbot was the model of
the famous Hokusai, who came about seven
centuries later and rendered the same sort of
service to society of his time as the Abbot of
Tobs.



