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Transformation of Tsukematsuri Festival and Merchants-Artisans Communities in
Utsunomiya in the Edo Period

Yasuyo WATANABE

Tsukematsuri Festival of Utsunomiya, a castle town in the Kanto region, was historically
examined to identify the relationship among the merchants-artisans communities in the
Edo period. Tsukematsuri began in 1673 as a festival of merchants and artisans to arebrate
Utsunomiya-myojin, the tutelary shrine of the Utsunomiya clan. The festival was conducted
by 39 of 40 merchants-artisans communities of the town. Those communities were categorized
into lower and upper districts. The communities in the lower district, located in the east
of the street linking the shrine and the castle, formed along the historic route. The upper
district (Uwamachi) in the west of the street linking the shrine and the castle was formed
as a part of the castle town plan in the early 17th century.

In the festival, each community displaied its own performances in its own community
area. The program was prepared to set specific time of each display. When the festival
began, it was four communities categorized the lower district, which performed the display,
followed by the upper and the lower town.

Tsukematsuri was conducted every other year. However, sakaki branches and swords
used for the festival were dedicated every year by the communities of the lower district.
On the other hand, the upper district, originated in the 17th century, did not participate
in the dedication.

Until the early 18th century, popular performances included armored warrior processions and
doll displays. In the late 18th century, kabuki plays became the most attractive. The most
popular one was played by Tenma community in the upper district. By this time some
merchants in the upper town gained its economic status. They could afford to contribute
to the festival and to bring performers from Edo. In the early 19th century, 17 communities
displayed kabuki performances, most of which had wealthy merchants.

As the performances of kabuki became popular, community unit became more important
than district unit. The festival in the early Meiji period did not even consider district to
set up the program. The examination of Tsukematsuri in the Edo period thus demonstrated
the changing identity of the residents and eonomic status of communities.

Key words: Tsukematsuri Festival, the Edo period, the merchants-artisans communities in
Utsunomiya, the lower and upper districts





