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The Craze for Speculating in Rabbits:

From the Viewpoint of kaika-mono and the Media

Eiko SHIROYAMA

During the Meiji Restoration, Japan adopted Western culture, ideas, education and technology, and even introduced new

animal breeds from the West, including new varieties of rabbits. Cross-breeding with domestic varieties produced rabbits with

unusual coloring, and around 1873 these became the target of speculative trading. This phenomenon is known as the “Rabbit

Mania”.

In the same period, the genre Kaika-mono (lowbrow fiction) was popular among the ordinary people. Stories in this genre

include “Seiyou Douchuu Hizakurige” (1870), “Aguranabe” (1871), “Bummei Kaika” (1873), “Kaika Mondou” (1874)

and “Bummei Inaka Mondou” (1878).

This paper discusses two stories belonging to this genre that deal with the “Rabbit Mania”: “Tori Gekka Mondou”and “Usagi

no Mondou". The style of these stories is light and comical, and the former has a rather risqué flavor. The author explores the

“Rabbit Mania” through an examination of the dialogue in these stories, and reports about the phenomenon in both English

and Japanese newspapers. The paper also refers to related nishikie (colored woodblock print) parodies.
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During the mania for pigs, which has now entirely
subsided, several enterprising speculators went over to
America to purchase stock. The proceeds of their visit
are now arriving » the last steamer from San Francisco
brought three hundred, and some eight hundred more are
to follow in the ships “St. Josephs” and “Percy Edwards.”
It is to be hoped they were brought cheap and low freight
accorded them. Already numbers are being sold by
auction, designated as “imported specially for Japan.”

(22 Mar. 1871, The North-China Herald)
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-+ A rabbit auction had been held, but it is not said
with what success. It is said that some man in the
Mmemototcho is asking $180 for a pair of rabbits, having
refused $140, and that three Chinamen have rushed off to
Shanghai to buy bunnies : but if the present silly mania
is to collapse as quickly as the recent sheep one at Kioto

did, the sooner the speculators return the better for them.

At Kioto, sheep, after running up to 25 or 30 rios, fell

even more suddenly than they rose, till they were to be

brought for five rios each.

(17 May 1873, The North-China Herald)
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As an instance of the ridiculous craving for novelty,
which illustrates the present transition period in Japan,
I may mention the mania which has been developed for
pigs, fowls, and rabbits. The most absurd prices have
been paid for these creatures, [**-] there has been a
good supply the folly has run highest on rabbits, and the
Japanese newspapers—another recent outcome of the
new civilization—relate queer stories on the subject. A
man killed his father the other day because the father
refused $150 (about 35 1.) for a rabbit which they
possessed, but which unfortunately died before morning.
Another man dressed up a cat in a rabbit skin, and sold
her for 30 /. in the market, but the creature unfortunately
mewed while the money was being counted, and a free
fight ensued. These follies almost shake confidence,
at times in the motive which has prompted such
acquisitions as railways and telegraphs. Are these also
adopted because they are new and foreign, or from a wise
appreciation of their value?

(21 Aug. 1873, The Times)
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[---] The latest bubble that has burst here is the great
rabbit mania, which has raged here for some months
past, [---] A few days ago fancy rabbits brought here
fabulous prices. Foreigners were engaged at high
salaries to preside over establishments frequented solely
by rabbit gamblers, the Japs being prohibited from
ostensibly keeping such houses. At last the bubble burst
on the arrival of the steamer from China with a cargo
of the precious animals. Rabbits are now worth a bit
apiece which commanded $100 a week ago. As this folly
but followed a pig delirium, it is new rage for Brahama
fowls. These are already signs of the approaching
madness, and so fortunes are likely to be lost and won in
this new species of gambling.

(‘Views of Japan' Fresh Sketches by an American.
Yokohama, June 4, 1873. in The New York Times, 7 July
1873)
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It is astonishing to what an extent the rabbit

business is still carried on in Yedo. The part of Yedo
known a Shimabara, close to Tskidji, is a collection
of rabbit auction marts. These are all carried on by
five or six Europeans, who earn from $100 to $250 a
month by merely lending their name to some of these
establishments. Each auction has its own flag, and
persons passing through Shimabara will see combination
of colours which he will not often meet with elsewhere.
That the business is profitable one will be seen by the
fact that as much as $300 per month have been offered
to Europeans, to be given them, if they could possibly
open one of these rabbit-vending auctions outside of
Shimabara or Tsukiji. ~Japan Herald

(12 July 1873, The North-China Herald)
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The following edict was published on Monday, and the
consternation it has created is beyond description. The
unlucky owner of fifty rabbits is said to have drowned
himself and the animals near Asakusa because he was
unable to pay the tax. Many have been sent into the
country, and the price has fallen to one or two fempos.
But the persons who ought to be taxed are the dealers, not
the people who keep a few rabbits for their amusement.
This is terribly arbitrary legislation, though we are not
displeased to see a check put upon an expensive folly for
which the farmers will, one of these days, pay dearly.

(20 Dec. 1873, Japan Weekly Mail)
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