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Summary
The History of Cats in Japan —The Early Modern Period

SHIBANATI Akiko'

The author summarized the history of cats in Japan from ancient to
medieval times viewed from the perspective of veterinary history in the
Japanese Journal of Veterinary History, No. 57, under the title “The History
of Cats in Japan: Ancient and Medieval Times.” As a sequel to that report,
here she covers the early modern period, known as the Edo period (1603~
1863).

As reported in the previous issue, cats were freed to roam unfettered in
urban areas by a proclamation that outlawed the practice prevailing until
then of keeping cats on leashes. The proclamation was issued by Tokugawa
Teyasu in 1602, the year before he officially became shogun and established
what has become known to historians as the Edo Shogunate. Over the
subsequent 260 years of peace and prosperity, the Tokugawa political
system became entrenched and Japan’'s economy and culture evolved and
improved significantly. Cats played various roles in Edo period culture and
society and many of these were portrayed in the vividly colored works of
art that were a hallmark of the period.

Cats were highly treasured animals not only because they protected
grain stores and books from rats but also because they kept rats from
eating silkworms at a time when sericulture was spreading rapidly and
flourishing throughout Japan. Historical records show that the price of a
rat-catching cat was as much as five times the price of a horse at times
during this period. The number of cats that could be supplied was well
short of demand from farmers raising silkworms and people often resorted
to using pictures of cats in an attempt to ward off rats. Painted images of



cats also played the role of a charm to protect people from rodent damage,
as represented by the painting of A Cat for Rat Deterrence by the famous
ukiyo-e artist Utagawa Kuniyoshi. The production and sale of images of cats
to ward off rats and for charms became a noteworthy industry, while other
people made their living removing fleas from cats.

Because cats were beneficial animals, cat spirits were enshrined as deities
throughout Japan and they continue to be revered at various shrines and
temples to this day. There are also remains and historical documents
showing that people of the time organized loving, elaborate burials for
dogs and cats that were their close companions. For example, excavation
of the site of the former Daienji Temple in Mita, in Tokyo’s Minato Ward,
uncovered a 37-centimeter-tall gravestone, equivalent in size to that of a
middle-class samurai of the time, that was inscribed in 1776 with the words
Kenbyo-no Tou or Tomb of a Wise Cat. The cemetery of Ekoin Temple in
Ryogoku, in Tokyo's Sumida Ward, contains the tomb of a cat renowned for
having returned a favor and for subsequently having been laid to rest with
all due ceremony in 1816 as an expression of appreciation.

Ekoin Temple houses an old family register that records the names of the
deceased and their posthumous Buddhist names. Among those posthumous
names, there are 11 for dogs and cats with the dates of their deaths and the
names of their owners. All of the posthumous names of the animals contain
words expressing the wish that they return as human beings in their next
incarnations. Among the 11 cases, four were identified as posthumous
names of cats in the period between 1841 and 1852 and it was learned that
the burial services for those cats were organized by men who were samurai
or merchants. The way in which these posthumous names for dogs and cats
were listed side by side with those of humans without being distinguished
from them makes it apparent that a close bond between humans and
cats already existed in the middle to late Edo period and that these were
companion animals. The existence of gravestones and posthumous names for
cats, as well as for dogs, can be valuable evidence regarding the history of
animal welfare in Japan and the history of human-animal bonds around the
world.

Cats were also feared for their wild, instinctive behavior, their agile
movements, their eyes that glowed in the dark, their various physical
abilities, and their mystically beautiful and flexible bodies. Cats played
principal roles in a variety of novels, folktales, paintings, and caricatures,
including as nekomata, a mythical two-tailed monster cat, yamaneko, a
ghost cat, and numerous other forms of monster cat. Monster cats were an
essential motif in ukiyo-e woodblock prints. Utagawa Kuniyoshi, who was



known as a cat lover, was particularly active in featuring monster cats as
well as ordinary cats as design motifs in his extensive body of work, and it
is no exaggeration to say that he is the representative Japanese artist of the
Edo period who turned the cat design motif into outstanding works of art.

In contrast, in Chinese paintings, cats are a symbol of longevity and
wealth and there are many paintings featuring a combination of flowers,
butterflies, and cats. In Japan, since the Edo period, manekineko, which are
ornaments in the shape of a cat beckoning with a forepaw, have spread all
over Japan as a symbol of good fortune to invite good luck and wealth and
this figure continues to be loved by people of all ages. The beckoning cat is
one of Japan's most popular lucky characters and has now become a symbol
of good luck all over the world.

Ukiyo-e prints and drawings featuring cats are also famous overseas.
In the fall of 2020 the British Museum announced the acquisition of
rediscovered drawings by the iconic 19th century ukiyo-e artist Katsushika
Hokusai, who in his day was also known as Gakyojin, which literally means
painting madman. The collection includes the masterpiece Cats by Hibiscus,
in which two cats are fighting amid hibiscus flowers.

Looking at the 1,000-year history of cats and the Japanese, it seems that
no other animal has been so entrenched in people’s lives or has fascinated
people so much as a friend, an object of admiration, a divine spirit bringing
good fortune, or sometimes a mystical, awe-inspiring, potentially terrifying
creature.

The more thoroughly the modern history of people and cats in Japan is
unraveled, the more interesting historical facts are uncovered one after
another. At the conclusion of writing this paper, the author feels more
deeply than ever that companion animals such as cats, which provide us
with happiness and health, are irreplaceable members of our family here on
earth.
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