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#02
〈cultural informatics, theater studies〉

Making rich imagination a tool,

with curiosity as signposts.

M
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G
E I study aspects of the creation and the tradition of Kabuki 

through materials from the Edo period to the present day. I've 
liked performing arts since I was little, and took up performing 
in high school club activities and elsewhere. I wanted to work in 
something related to theater, but I discovered the joy of Kabuki 
research at university, which set me onto my current path. 
Theater is a very transitory art that disappears as soon as it is 
born. Kabuki is handed down through scripts and other textual 
materials, as well as physically as a form of art. Watching 
performances, we cry and laugh and have our emotions shaken, 
just as people in the Edo period did. Kabuki lets me feel how 
the present is a continuation from the pre-modern past, which 
is what led me to take it up as a field of research.

What led to your start in this research?

QUESTION

1

As a member of the Faculty of Transdisciplinary Engineering, 
I've begun new research in collaboration with several fields 
including AI-based script research, movement research using 
motion capture, and theater research using virtual reality (VR). 
From a standpoint of involvement in humanities research, I 
think it's important to impose self-discipline so that engineering 
remains solely a tool and does not consume the subject of the 
research. "Physical arts are grueling. It's as if everything has 
disappeared." That was part of the eulogy offered by Bando 
Mitsugoro at the funeral of Kabuki actor Nakamura Kanzaburo. 
Through research, I 've wanted to continue revealing how 
performances and arts that disappear as soon as they appear 
can be passed on to the future. The research I will perform in 
the Faculty of Transdisciplinary Engineering has the same aim.

What sort of innovation
are you pursuing?

QUESTION

3

Even today, Kabuki is theater that spars with the cutting edge 
of the times. However, there are a lot of programs—perhaps 
the majority—for which performances once differed from the 
current form, for which transmission through generations was 
interrupted, or for which a script no longer exists. In launching 
a performance from an era without video or motion capture 
by exhaustively reading and deciphering textual and visual 
materials, I've felt an interest akin to archaeology, digging 
through Kabuki's geological strata. I spend my days lately 
thinking about how we can incorporate the latest technology 
into Kabuki research. This gives me a fresh sense as if I've gone 
back to graduate student days, seeing a different shape in 
research subjects I know well.

Tell us what's unique and interesting
about your research.

QUESTION

2

I 've come to feel that the study of theater requires both 
accuracy in the use of varied materials to trace even the 
faintest clues, and rich imagination to recreate lost theater 
stages inside the mind, so to speak. This is the same in any 
field of research, I think. There are many people who have 
been active beyond the boundaries of the humanities and 
the sciences, such as Leonardo da Vinci and, in Japan, Hiraga 
Gennai and Mori Ogai. I hope that coming generations will use 
rich imagination as a tool to break down the walls that have 
built up between the humanities and the sciences.

What message do you
have for future innovators?

QUESTION

4

A scene from research!

In collaboration with Professor Nobuhisa Motooka 
(Architecture) and Associate Professor Mamiko 
Fujiyama (Design Engineering) at Ochanomizu 
University, Associate Professor Umetada conducts 
research aimed at recreating Edo period playhouses 
using VR. Her surveys of playhouses include 
Kanamaru-za, Japan's oldest surviving playhouse.

A scene from research!

Show bills (flyers and programs) and actor 
p r int s  a re  e s s e nt ia l  mate r ia l s  in  K abuk i 
research, yet in the past could not be readily 
viewed. The development of digital archives has 
fundamentally changed research methods.

Misa Umetada's fields of specialty are cultural informatics, theater studies, and Kabuki 
theater. She completed the Master's Program in the arts program (Theater and Film Arts) 
at the Waseda University Graduate School of Letters, Arts and Sciences (current Studies 
in Theater and Films Arts) and acquired credits in the Doctoral Program, later acquiring a 
Doctoral degree in Literature at Waseda University. After working as a research assistant in 
the Global COE Program of The Tsubouchi Memorial Theatre Museum at Waseda University, 
a special researcher (PD) of the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science, a lecturer in 
the Studies in Theater and Fine Arts course at Waseda University, and a lecturer at The 
Tsubouchi Memorial Theatre Museum at Waseda University, she has served as an associate 
professor at Ochanomizu University since 2020. She is the author of the book Edo no 
Mokuami (Shumpusha, 2020).

Associate Professor

Misa Umetada

PROFILE

Department of Languages and Culture, Faculty of Letters and Education

Department of Humanities Data Engineering, Faculty of Transdisciplinary 
Engineering (from AY 2024)

I want to make use of technology to create opportunities for experiencing 
cultural arts that transcend generation, gender, region, presence of 
disabilities, and other categories.
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#03　DIALOGUE

FACULTY

New disciplines born from the fusion of the humanities 

01. �What are the humanities and the 

science to begin with?

and the sciences will bring about innovation in society!

Introduction to Computer Systems; 
MultiMedia; Computer Vision

Professor 

Takayuki Itoh

Advanced Lectures in Classical 
Japanese Literature II; Theory 
of Museum Mediat ion and 
C o mmunic at io n;  Le c t ure s 
on Culture and Information 
Science  (from 2024)

Associate Professor 
Misa Umetada

Itoh    ： �In thinking about innovation born from the study 
of the humanities and the sciences, let's start by 
talking about what sort of disciplines these are.

Umetada： �The range of discipl ines in the humanit ies 
is extremely broad. It spans disciplines like 
literature, linguistics, history, and education that 
have people as their subjects, disciplines like law, 
economics, and international studies that make 
society their subjects, and other fields including 
the arts. My specialty, theater, is often treated 
as a field within countries' literature, but it's also 
a comprehensive art that encompasses aspects 
such as physical expression.

Itoh    ： �D i s c ip l ine s  in  the s c ience s inc lude ba s ic 
disciplines that mainly explore principles of 
natural phenomena, and disciplines that serve 
society in the form of technologies that put such 
knowledge to practical use. The former is the 
field of sciences such as mathematics, physics, 

and chemistry, while the latter is the field of 
engineering such as mechanics and electronic 
engineering. Information science, one of my 
fields of research, is a discipline within the field 
of sciences that pursues principles based on 
the question of what information is, and on a 
mathematical way of thinking about things. I 
come from an engineering background, however, 
so I 'm researching how to make information 
science useful to the world as a technology.

Umetada： �Ever since entering university, my research has 
been in the field of humanities, and I've had an 
impression of disciplines in the field of sciences 
as difficult. I think quite a few junior and senior 
high school students feel the same.

Itoh    ： �Students who view sciences as difficult may feel 
there's a bit of a hurdle in studying it as a subject 
for entrance exams. Looking at our university's 
Department of Information Science, however, 
there are students who want to study computers 
themselves as a science, but also students whose 
aim is research in other fields through the use 
of computers, such as analysis of music or 3 D 
computer graphics production.An example is 

INNOVATOR×INNOVATOR
I want to make this a place 

where people can treasure 

their likes, the things they 

want to do, and the work they 

want to follow in the future.

Go beyond existing 

academic disciplines to 

turn what interests you 

into a discipline.
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research that enables visualization of classical 
music, with a complex structure performed by 
many instruments, to make understanding of the 
musical composition possible at a glance. I myself 
have a fascination with music and art, and went 
on to the sciences from a wish to solve problems 
in those fields through technology. Studying 
information science, one of the sciences, for the 
purpose of studying the humanities is another 
path.

Umetada： �The technologies of the sciences are certainly 
v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  i n  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e s  o f  t h e 
humanities. As an example, recent years have 
seen a lot of efforts in digital archiving, which 
scans or otherwise digitizes, stores, and publishes 
materials indispensable in the study of classics. 
This has enabled collecting information from the 
world over via the web and other means, as well 
as analyzing huge amounts of information using 
AI, all while preventing the deterioration of the 
source materials and enabling long-term storage. 
But going the other direction, are there cases in 
which studies in the humanities are incorporated 
into research in fields of sciences?

Itoh    ： �Of course. As an example, if we are to control 
AI, a technology that has spread massively in the 
past few years, without it getting out of control, 
understanding of culture and society is necessary. 
I think this is easy to understand when we imagine 
interactive artificial intelligences like ChatGPT. In 
this way, the need for study of the humanities will 
likely keep on growing, even within research in the 
sciences.

Umetada： �I  ment ioned d ig i t a l  arch iv ing that s tore s 
classical literature and other materials, but 
re cent ly  i t  ha s  b e come p o s s ib le  to  make 
detailed recordings of physical expressions 
in theater and dance using motion capture, a 
technology that converts people's movements 
into three-dimensional data. Art has always 
been thought of as something grasped through 
sensibil ities and not something that can be 
expressed numerically, as with data. However, 
quantifying this makes it possible to connect  
culture to the future, without interruption. Using 
VR, we can now also restore and reproduce 
things from the past that no longer exist. I'm 
currently working with Professor Nobuhisa 
Motooka (Architecture) and Associate Professor 
Mamiko Fujiyama (Design Engineering) from the 
university to reproduce the playhouses of the Edo 
period in VR. Creating VR based on surveys of the 
oldest existing structures and on descriptions in 
literature from the period will make it possible to 
study theater spaces from different eras. Further 
evolution of VR technology may even enable an 
experience closer to real theater than possible 
through video distribution via current screens, a 
development already beginning in some genres of 
theater. I think we'll be able to create a future in 
which more people can enjoy theater, including 
people who can't directly visit theaters because 
of distance or physical reasons such as illness.

Itoh    ： �It 's fun when conversing with AI lets us gain 
knowledge in a wide range of fields. Its mechanism 
is such that, when you say, "This thing happened 
today," you can eas i ly encounter cultures 
transcending time or country through replies such 
as "There is a similar story in Chinese literature 
in the such-and-such era, which is the basis of 
such-and-such classical idiom." Services that 
automatically play music or videos tailored to the 
location, based on a variety of peripheral data, 
also sound interesting. We'll be able to encounter 
culture and art more readily. From a standpoint of 
making living more convenient, I think the fusion 
with lifestyle sciences will be useful. We'll first 
analyze actions performed in housework in detail. 
We'll then be able to propose improvements to 
actions that have big impacts, aggregate collected 
information with manufacturers, and develop 
robots or other products that allow automation.

Umetada： �By turning information that has existed in the 
form of paper media, daily actions, and so on into 
data, new ways of making use of information will 
come about.

places, and for moving people to action. It's my 
hope that doing so will let us create mechanisms 
for eliciting action that will enrich people's lives.

Umetada： �I also have a great interest in the analysis of 
elements that excite people. This stems from an 
issue that many people involved in performing 
arts feel, the question of what elements should 
be incorporated into traditional performing arts 
like Kabuki to entice younger generations. In the 
interest of cultural inheritance, too, I want to 
move ahead with such research.

Itoh    ： �Computers and other informat ion science 
technolog ies have the abi l i t y to cont inue 
unraveling and changing many things in the world. 
I want junior and senior high school students 

to experience the fun of using the power of 
computers to deeply understand their own likes 
and interests. Also, for anyone troubled by too 
many unfocused ideas about what to study or 
about future jobs, I want to make the Faculty 
of Transdisciplinary Engineering a place for 
combining these ideas. I want to make it a place 
that can help people treasure the things they like, 
the things they want to do, and the future they 
want to advance toward.

Umetada： �Theater is called a comprehensive art, covering 
a wide range of fields including literature, art, 
music, and physical expression. In Japan, however, 
theater is generally studied within the framework 
of literature. Fortunately, I entered a theater 
specialty course in graduate school and was 
able to undertake diverse ways of study. In the 
same way, I think there are a lot of people whose 
likes and interests span multiple fields, or fall 
between fields. In the Faculty of Transdisciplinary 
Engineering, students will be able to connect 
the humanities and the sciences to learn without 
being bound by existing fields. I invite students 
to turn their likes and interests into disciplines of 
their own.

03. �Expectations for the Faculty of 

Transdisciplinary Engineering

Points of interest in each other's research!

Professor Itoh：

A  d i a g r a m m a t i c  d e p i c t i o n 
of the mus ic al s t ruc ture of 
Tchaikovsky's classical piece 
Waltz of the Flowers. The large 
work can be grasped instantly 
and visually.

Associate Professor Umetada：
VR t hat re p ro duce s an Edo 
p e r i o d p l ay ho u s e b a s e d o n 
woodblock pr int s and other 
sources. It creates a real feeling 
of the theater space of the 
period, in aspects such as the 
proximity of the audience seats 
to the stage.

From:Professor Itoh →To:Associate Professor Umetada

Q.
When theater is performed in VR, what elements 
become the most important for the audience?

A. It varies by genre, I think. It's script and direction 
for a dialogue-based straight play, singing for a 
musical, voice and elocution for Kabuki, and so on. 
When bringing comics to a 2 . 5 -dimensional stage, 
reproduction of the original work is also important.

From:Associate Professor Umetada →To:Professor Itoh

Q. Can feelings of "awesome!" or "boring" toward 
works of art be quantified?

A. As an example of doing so, it's possible to analyze 
the voices of voice actors in terms of elements such 
as pitch and intonation, and to create data on what 
sort of impressions many people have toward what 
elements. Quantification of the heart itself is a 
challenge for the future.

02. �What happens when the 

humanities and the sciences 

combine their strengths?

Itoh    ： �The Faculty of Transdisciplinary Engineering, 
which will start in April 2024, aims for co-creation 
of the environment, society, and culture of the 
future through collaboration bringing together 
knowledge of engineering, humanities, and social 
sciences. Expectations are growing for a new type 
of learning that combines the humanities and the 
sciences, like we've talked about.

Umetada： �I'll be teaching a class called Lecutures on Culture 
and Information Science. It's a new class and so 
much of it remains undecided, but as an overview, 
we plan to tie theater, performance, and other 
physical expression to information science 
and connect that to preservation and future 
development. The reproduction of playhouses 
u s ing  VR an d t he  co nve r s i o n of  p hy s ic a l 
expression into data through motion capture, 
which I mentioned earlier, are two such initiatives. 
I want to teach students techniques for turning 
art and other culture into data, along with ways 
to make use of that. In studying classics like 
Kabuki, the preservation of materials and the 
transmission of culture are major missions. Just 
as digital archiving enables the advancement 
of research into the classics together with the 
preservation of materials, I expect that converting 
traditional arts and techniques into digital data 
will expand the potential for creating innovation.

Itoh    ： �I plan to keep course names the same as the 
those I taught in the Faculty of Science, that is, 
Introduction to Computer Systems, MultiMedia, 
and Computer Vision. However, I plan to adapt 
the content for students of the Faculty of 
Transdisciplinary Engineering. As an example, in 
MultiMedia, I want to incorporate not only how to 
handle music and images on computers but also 
how this can be applied in the real world, to raise 
students' interest. Visualization of information, 
the central axis of my research, won't change, but 
I want to collaborate with a wider range of fields. 
The theme that most interests me right now is 
"things that move people." For example, I want to 
use computers to analyze elements for exciting 
people to watch theater, listen to music, or go 
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