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The Noh Plays of Japan is the most respected collection of Noh plays in English.The classic
Japanese plays can be read for their great literary merit and also provide the reader with an
understanding of a unique theatre art and important insights into the cultural, spiritual and
artistic traditions of Japan.The Noh Plays of Japan, first published in 1921 and justly famous for
more than three-quarters of a century, established the Noh play for the Western reader as
beautiful literature. It contains Arthur Waley's exquisite translations of nineteen plays and
summaries of sixteen more, together with a revealing introductory essay that furnishes the
background for a clear understanding and a genuine appreciation of the Noh as a highly
significant dramatic form.Noh plays live on as a magnificent artistic heritage handed down from
the high culture of medieval Japan. Among the major types of Japanese drama, the Noh, which
is often called the classical theatre of Japan, has had perhaps the greatest attraction for the
West. Introduced to Europe and America through the translations of Arthur Waley and Ezra
Pound, it found an ardent admirer in William Butler Yeats, who described it as a form of drama
"distinguished, indirect, and symbolic" and created plays in its image.

"It is…the highest tribute to this book that, fascinating as is the introduction, the text is more
fascinating still…The natural beauty of the poetry rises like a flower." --New Statesman --This
text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorArthur Waley (1889-1966) taught himself
Chinese and Japanese after being appointed Assistant Keeper of Oriental Prints and
Manuscripts at the British Museum in order to help catalog the paintings in the museum's
collection. He went on to renown as one of the most respected translators of Asian classics into
English of his time. His long list of translated works includes The Tale of Genji, Monkey (The
Journey to the West), The Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon, and The Analects of Confucius. --This
text refers to the paperback edition.From the Inside Flap--This text refers to the paperback
edition.Read more
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edition of Arthur Waley's The Noh Plays of Japan, the publishers are privileged to include some
personal reminiscences and a very moving poem, The Locked Cemetery, by Alison Waley.In
1929 I came 12,000 miles to England: a student who burnt all letters of introduction, took a bare
office room at its gates and lived her days in the British Museum. In those days heads were bent
over books, eyes unseeing, the air charged like a dynamo with private, individual minds at work
—Havelock Ellis, Axel Munthe, James Joyce, the little James Stephens, Monro of the Poetry
Bookshop...all absorbed, each with his esoteric thinking...the air electric...almost audibly
ticking.At "break" we sat on steps, fed pigeons with our crumbs and talked the world about and
about.But there was one figure in the come and go; diffident, monosyllabic, evasive.I took the
hand of my nameless, and constant, companion."Shall I show you the three things that matter, to
me, most?""Yes."We stood before a framed painting in the small Korean Gallery. It depicted a
gentleman of great dignity seated on the raised platform before his frail-seeming house while, at
a long, low table, delicacies were being placed before him by his servitors. Was it a portrait? I
wondered."Do you know it?""Yes."We stood before the glass case in the Egyptian Room where
lay the mummified figure of a young girl—a girl of perhaps 12—an "UNKNOWN PERSON—30
B.C.": her frail hands, each finger braided with gold, lifted palm upward as though she were
about to rise."Is she not more alive than anyone, here, agape, in this Gallery? Than you, than
me?""Not, I think, than you."We stood before a display case behind the glass of which stood the
darkened figurine of an ancient woman."This," I am saying, "is my best thing. The most beautiful.
Her name is Komachi.""When she was young," he murmurs, "she was more beautiful than
Narihira..."I looked in surprise."I don't know about Narihira. Only that she could never have been
more beautiful than she is now, in age. This small image haunts me."He came to my bare room,
took from his pocket a book and began to read. I sat on the floor on my heels as was my
habit."Like a root-cut reed,Should the tide entice,would come, I think; but nowNo wave asks; no
stream stirs.Long ago I was full of pride...I walked like a young willow delicately waftedBy the
winds of Spring."His voice runs on, scarcely lifting. And I am in trance.". . . lovelier than the petals
of the wild-rose open-stretched In the hour before its fall. But now...Westward with the moon I
creepFrom the cloud-high City of the Hundred Towers...I too am a poor withered bough.But
there are flowers at my heart...It is my body that lingers...The cup she held at the feastLike
gentle moonlight dropped its glint on her sleeve.Oh how fell she from splendour,How came the
white of winterTo crown her head?"Tears moved slowly down my cheeks.He paused, his book
still open on his knee."I think you are the most sensitive person I have ever met," he said.I took it
as reproof."You should not read me things so beautiful..."It was six weeks before, by a curious
accident of circumstance, I came to know his name—and read it on the cover of the book from
which he read: The Noh Plays of Japan.THE LOCKED CEMETERYIt is not by my wishI come no
longer to visit youbut that the world has found ways of self-deceit,defiles that which is
beautifuland no longer gives honor to that which is great.The Sumac tree that hid the skyitself
now is hidden by bush and sapling.The single stick which marked your grave,broken and hidden
deep in grassesis now hard to find.The open spacewhere, your pockets heavy with books,you



read to me the wisdom of Chuang and Meng,now is tangled alike with rose and blackberry.The
ways we walked are difficult to find,difficult to find and hard to follow.In their green tunnels, tightly
roofed,no breeze enters,no sound stirs by day;by night, the fox only.The Iron Gates are chained
and boltedthat none, living or dead, may now enter.Yet are tombs prised,bones scattered.Of the
marble monuments,here and therefragments are used to stop a drain.Names are defaced.That
is why you have a number,despoiled only by weed and weather.Do not think it is by my
choicethat I loiter long in the world of men,nor doubt that I shall forget our words,not come at last
to lie beside you:that, beneath nettle and fern,promises kept,bones mingled,we shall care little at
lastwhich way blows the wind.INTRODUCTIONThe theatre of the West is the last stronghold of
realism. No one treats painting or music as mere transcripts of life. But even pioneers of stage-
reform in France and Germany appear to regard the theatre as belonging to life and not to art.
The play is an organized piece of human experience which the audience must as far as possible
be allowed to share with the actors.A few people in America and Europe want to go in the
opposite direction. They would like to see a theatre that aimed boldly at stylization and
simplification, discarding entirely the pretentious lumber of 19th century stageland. That such a
theatre exists and has long existed in Japan has been well-known here for some time. But
hitherto very few plays have been translated in such a way as to give the Western reader an idea
of their literary value. It is only through accurate scholarship that the "soul of Noh" can be known
to the West. Given a truthful rendering of the texts the American reader will supply for himself
their numerous connotations, a fact which Japanese writers do not always sufficiently realize.
The Japanese method of expanding a five-line poem into a long treatise in order to make it
intelligible to us is one which obliterates the structure of the original design. Where explanations
are necessary they have been given in footnotes. I have not thought it necessary to point out (as
a Japanese critic suggested that I ought to have done) that, for example, the "mood" of Komachi
is different from the "mood" of Kumasaka. Such differences will be fully apparent to the
American reader, who would not be the better off for knowing the technical name of each kurai
or class of Noh. Surely the Japanese student of Shakespeare does not need to be told that the
kurai of "Hamlet" is different from that of "Measure for Measure"?It would be possible to burden
a book of this kind with as great a mass of unnecessary technicality as irritates us in a smart
sale-catalogue of Japanese Prints. I have avoided such terms to a considerable extent, treating
the plays as literature, not as some kind of Delphic mystery.In this short introduction I shall not
have space to give a complete description of modern Noh, nor a full history of its origins. But the
reader of the translations will find that he needs some information on these points. I have tried to
supply it as concisely as possible, sometimes in a schematic rather than a literary form.These
are some of the points about which an American reader may wish to know more:(1) THE NOH
STAGESomething of its modern form may be seen from Plate II and from the plans on pp. x-xi.
The actual stage (A) is about 18 feet square. On the boards of the back wall is painted a pine-
tree; the other sides are open. A gallery (called hashigakari) leads to the green-room, from which
it is separated by a curtain which is raised to admit the actor when he makes his entry. The



audience sit either on two or three sides of the stage. The chorus, generally in two rows, sit (or
rather squat) in the recess (0). The musicians sit in the recess (J) at the back of the stage, the
stick-drum nearest the "gallery," then the two hand-drums and the flute. A railing runs round the
musician's recess, as also along the gallery. To the latter railing are attached three real pine-
branches, marked S in the plan. They will be seen in Plate II. The stage is covered by a roof of its
own, imitating in form the roof of a Shinto temple.(2) THE PERFORMERS(a) The ActorsThe first
actor who comes on to the stage (approaching from the gallery) is the waki or assistant. His
primary business is to explain the circumstances under which the principal actor (called shite or
"doer") came to dance the central dance of the play. Each of these main actors (waki and shite)
has "adjuncts" or "companions."Some plays need only the two main actors. Others use as many
as ten or even twelve. The female roles are of course taken by men. The waki is always a male
role.(b)The ChorusThis consists of from eight to twelve persons in ordinary native dress seated
in two rows at the side of the stage. Their sole function is to sing an actor's words for him when
his dance-movements prevent him from singing comfortably. They enter by a side-door before
the play begins and remain seated till it is over.(c) The MusiciansNearest to the gallery sits the
"big-drum," whose instrument rests on the ground and is played with a stick. This stick-drum is
not used in all plays.Next comes a hand-drummer who plays with thimbled finger; next a second
who plays with the bare hand.Finally, the flute. It intervenes only at stated intervals, particularly
at the beginning, climax and end of plays.COSTUMEThough almost wholly banishing other
extrinsic aids, the Noh relies enormously for its effects on gorgeous and elaborate costume.
Some references to this will be found in Oswald Sickert's letters at the end of my book.Masks
are worn only by the shite (principal actor) and his subordinates.The shite always wears a mask
if playing the part of a woman or very old man. Young men, particularly warriors, are usually
unmasked. In child-parts (played by boy-actors) masks are not worn. The reproduction of a
female mask will be found on Plate I. The masks are of wood. Many of those still in use are of
great antiquity and rank as important specimens of Japanese sculpture.PROPERTIESThe
properties of the Noh stage are of a highly conventionalized kind. An open frame-work
represents a boat; another differing little from it denotes a chariot. Palace, house, cottage, hovel
are all represented by four posts covered with a roof. The fan which the actor usually carries
often does duty as a knife, brush or the like. Weapons are more realistically represented. The
shortsword, beltsword, pike, spear, and Chinese broad-sword are carried; also bows and
arrows.DANCING AND ACTINGEvery Noh play (with, I think, the sole exception of Hachi no Ki,
translated on p. 71) includes a mai or dance, consisting usually of slow steps and solemn
gestures, often bearing little resemblance to what is in America associated with the word
"dance." When the shite dances, his dance consists of five "movements" or parts; a
"subordinate's" dance consists of three. Both in the actors' miming and in the dancing an
important element is the stamping of beats with the shoeless foot.THE PLAYSThe plays are
written partly in prose, partly in verse. The prose portions serve much the same purpose as the
iambics in a Greek play. They are in the Court or upper-class colloquial of the 14th century, a



language not wholly dead today, as it is still the language in which people write formal
letters.The chanting of these portions is far removed from singing; yet they are not "spoken." The
voice falls at the end of each sentence in a monotonous cadence.A prose passage often
gradually heightens into verse. The chanting, which has hitherto resembled the intoning of a
Roman Catholic priest, takes on more of the character of "recitativo" in opera, occasionally
attaining to actual song. The verse of these portions is sometimes irregular, but on the whole
tends to an alternation of lines of five and seven syllables.The verse of the lyric portions is
marked by frequent use of pivot-words* and puns, particularly puns on place-names. The 14th
century Noh-writer, Seami, insists that pivot-words should be used sparingly and with discretion.
Many Noh-writers did not follow this advice; but the use of pivot-words is not in itself a
decoration more artificial than rhyme, and I cannot agree with those European writers to whom
this device appears puerile and degraded. Each language must use such embellishments as
suit its genius.Another characteristic of the texts is the use of earlier literary material. Many of the
plays were adapted from dance-ballads already existing and even new plays made use of such
poems as were associated in the minds of the audience with the places or persons named in the
play. Often a play is written round a poem or series of poems, as will be seen in the course of this
book.This use of existing material exceeds the practice of Western dramatists; but it must be
remembered that if we were to read Webster, for example, in editions annotated as minutely as
the Noh-plays, we should discover that he was far more addicted to borrowing than we had been
aware. It seems to me that in the finest plays this use of existing material is made with
magnificent effect and fully justifies itself.The reference which I have just made to dance-ballads
brings us to another question. What did the Noh-plays grow out of?ORIGINSNoh as we have it
today dates from about the middle of the 14th century. It was a combination of many elements.
These were:(1) Sarugaku, a masquerade which relieved the solemnity of Shinto ceremonies.
What we call Noh was at first called Sarugiaku no Noh.(2) Dengaku, at first a rustic exhibition of
acrobatics and jugglery; later, a kind of opera in which performers alternately danced and
recited.(3) Various sorts of recitation, ballad-singing, etc.(4) The Chinese dances practiced at
the Japanese Court.Noh owes its present form to the genius of two men. Kwanami Kiyotsugu
(1333-1384 A.D.) and his son Seami Motokiyo (13631444 A.D.).*Kwanami was a priest of the
Kasuga Temple near Nara. About 1375 the Shogun Yoshimitsu saw him performing in a
Sarugaku no Noh at the New Temple (one of the three great temples of Ku-mano) and
immediately took him under his protection.This Yoshimitsu had become ruler of Japan in 1367 at
the age of ten. His family had seized the Shogunate in 1338 and wielded absolute power at
Kyoto, while two rival Mikados, one in the north and one in the south, held impotent and
dwindling courts.The young Shogun distinguished himself by patronage of art and letters; and
by his devotion to the religion of the Zen Sect.†' It is probable that when he first saw Kwanami he
also became acquainted with the son Seami, then a boy of twelve.A diary of the period has the
following entry for the 7th day of the 6th month, 1368:For some while Yoshimitsu has been
making a favorite of a Sarugaku-boy from Yamato, sharing the same meat and eating from the



same vessels. These Sarugaku people are mere mendicants, but he treats them as if they were
Privy Counsellors.From this friendship sprang the art of Noh as it exists today. Of Seami we
know far more than of his father Kwanami. For Seami left behind him a considerable number of
treatises and autobiographical fragments.* These were not published till 1908 and have not yet
been properly edited. They establish, among other things, the fact that Seami wrote both words
and music for most of the plays in which he performed. It had before been supposed that the
texts were supplied by the Zen† priests. For other information brought to light by the discovery of
Seami's Works see Appendix II.YŪGENIt is obvious that Seami was deeply imbued with the
teachings of Zen, in which cult his patron Yoshimitsu may have been his master. The difficult
term yūgen which occurs constantly in the Works is derived from Zen literature. It means "what
lies beneath the surface"; the subtle as opposed to the obvious; the hint, as opposed to the
statement. It is applied to the natural grace of a boy's movements, to the restraint of a
nobleman's speech and bearing. "When notes fall sweetly and flutter delicately to the ear," that
is the yūgen of music. The symbol of yūgen is "a white bird with a flower in its beak." "To watch
the sun sink behind a flower-clad hill, to wander on and on in a huge forest with no thought of
return, to stand upon the shore and gaze after a boat that goes hid by far-off islands, to ponder
on the journey of wild-geese seen and lost among the clouds"—such are the gates to yūgen.I
will give a few specimens of Seami's advice to his pupils:PATRONSThe actor should not stare
straight into the faces of the audience, but look between them. When he looks in the direction of
the Daimyōs he must not let his eyes meet theirs, but must slightly avert his gaze.At Palace-
performances or when acting at a banquet, he must not let his eyes meet those of the Shōgun or
stare straight into the Honorable Face. When playing in a large enclosure he must take care to
keep as close as possible to the side where the Nobles are sitting; if in a small enclosure, as far
off as possible. But particularly in Palace-performances and the like he must take the greatest
pains to keep as far away as he possibly can from the August Presence.Again, when the
recitations are given at the Palace it is equally essential to begin at the right moment. It is bad to
begin too soon and fatal to delay too long.It sometimes happens that the "noble gentlemen" do
not arrive at the theatre until the play has already reached its Development and Climax. In such
cases the play is at its climax, but the noble gentlemen's hearts are ripe only for Introduction. If
they, ready only for Introduction, are forced to witness a Climax, they are not likely to get
pleasure from it. Finally even the spectators who were there before, awed by the entry of the
"exalted ones," become so quiet that you would not know they were there, so that the whole
audience ends by returning to the Introductory mood. At such a moment the Noh cannot
possibly be a success. In such circumstances it is best to take Development-Noh and give it a
slightly "introductory" turn. Then, if it is played gently, it may win the August Attention.It also
happens that one is suddenly sent for to perform at a Shōgunal feast or the like. The audience is
already in a "climax-mood"; but "introductory" Noh must be played. This is a great difficulty. In
such circumstances the best plan is to tinge the introduction with a nuance of "development."
But this must be done without "stickiness," with the lightest possible touch, and the transition to



the real Development and Climax must be made as quickly as possible.In old times there were
masters who perfected themselves in Noh without study. But nowadays the nobles and
gentlemen have become so critical that they will only look with approbation on what is good and
will not give attention to anything bad.Their honorable eyes have become so keen that they
notice the least defect, so that even a masterpiece that is as pearls many times polished or
flowers choicely culled will not win the applause of our gentlemen today.At the same time, good
actors are becoming few and the Art is gradually sinking towards its decline. For this reason, if
very strenuous study is not made, it is bound to disappear altogether.When summoned to play
before the noble gentlemen, we are expected to give the regular "words of good-wish" and to
divide our performance into the three parts, Introduction, Development and Climax, so that the
pre-arranged order cannot be varied...But on less formal occasions, when, for example, one is
playing not at a Shōgunal banquet but on a common, everyday (yo no tsune) stage, it is
obviously unnecessary to limit oneself to the set forms of "happy wish."One's style should be
easy and full of graceful yūgen, and the piece* selected should be suitable to the audience. A
ballad (koutai) or dance-song (kuse-mai) of the day will be best. One should have in one's
repertory a stock of such pieces and be ready to vary them according to the character of one's
audience.In the words and gestures (of a farce, kyōgen) there should be nothing low. The jokes
and repartee should be such as suit the august ears of the nobles and gentry. On no account
must vulgar words or gestures be introduced, however funny they may be. This advice must be
carefully observed.Introduction, Development and Climax must also be strictly adhered to when
dancing at the Palace. If the chanting proceeds from an "introductory-mood," the dancing must
belong to the same mood...When one is suddenly summoned to perform at a riotous banquet,
one must take into consideration the state of the noble gentlemen's spirits.IMITATION
(Monomane).In imitation there should be a tinge of the "unlike." For if imitation be pressed too far
it impinges on reality and ceases to give an impression of likeness. If one aims only at the
beautiful, the "flower" is sure to appear. For example, in acting the part of an old man, the master
actor tries to reproduce in his dance only the refinement and venerability of an old gentleman.* If
the actor is old himself, he need not think about producing an impression of old age...The
appearance of old age will often be best given by making all movements a little late, so that they
come just after the musical beat. If the actor bears this in mind, he may be as lively and
energetic as he pleases. For in old age the limbs are heavy and the ears slow; there is the will to
move but not the corresponding capacity.It is in such methods as this that true imitation
lies...Youthful movements made by an old person are, indeed, delightful; they are like flowers
blossoming on an old tree.If, because the actor has noticed that old men walk with bent knees
and back and have shrunken frames, he simply imitates these characteristics, he may achieve
an appearance of decrepitude, but it will be at the expense of the "flower." And if the "flower" be
lacking there will be no beauty in his impersonation.Women should be impersonated by a young
actor.... It is very difficult to play the part of a Princess or lady-in-waiting, for little opportunity
presents itself of studying their august behavior and appearance. Great pains must be taken to



see that robes and cloaks are worn in the correct way. These things do not depend on the actor's
fancy but must be carefully ascertained.The appearance of ordinary ladies such as one is used
to see about one is easy to imitate...In acting the part of a dancing-girl, mad-woman or the like,
whether he carry the fan or some fancy thing (a flowering branch, for instance) the actor must
carry it loosely; his skirts must trail low so as to hide his feet; his knees and back must not be
bent, his body must be poised gracefully. As regards the way he holds himself—if he bends
back, it looks bad when he faces the audience; if he stoops, it looks bad from behind. But he will
not look like a woman if he holds his head too stiffly. His sleeves should be as long as possible,
so that he never shows his fingers.APPARITIONSHere the outward form is that of a ghost; but
within is the heart of a man.Such plays are generally in two parts. The beginning, in two or three
sections, should be as short as possible. In the second half the shite (who has hitherto appeared
to be a man) becomes definitely the ghost of a dead person.Since no one has ever seen a real
ghost* from the Nether Regions, the actor may use his fancy, aiming only at the beautiful. To
represent real life is far more difficult.If ghosts are terrifying, they cease to be beautiful. For the
terrifying and the beautiful are as far apart as black and white.CHILD PLAYSIn plays where a lost
child is found by its parents, the writer should not introduce a scene where they clutch and cling
to one another, sobbing and weeping...Plays in which child-characters occur, even if well done,
are always apt to make the audience exclaim in disgust, "Don't harrow our feelings in this
way!"RESTRAINTIn representing anger the actor should yet retain some gentleness in his
mood, else he will portray not anger but violence.In representing the mysterious (yūgen) he must
not forget the principle of energy.When the body is in violent action, the hands and feet must
move as though by stealth. When the feet are in lively motion, the body must be held in
quietness. Such things cannot be explained in writing but must be shown to the actor by actual
demonstration.It is above all in "architecture," in the relation of parts to the whole, that these
poems are supreme.† The early writers created a "form" or general pattern which the weakest
writing cannot wholly rob of its beauty. The plays are like those carved lamp-bearing angels in
the churches at Seville; a type of such beauty was created by a sculptor of the sixteenth century
that even the most degraded modern descendant of these masterpieces retains a certain
distinction of form.First comes the jidai or opening-couplet, enigmatic, abrupt. Then in contrast
to this vague shadow come the hard outlines of the waki's exposition, the formal naming of
himself, his origin and destination. Then, shadowy again, the "song of travel," in which picture
after picture dissolves almost before it is seen.But all this has been mere introduction—the
imagination has been quickened, the attention grasped in preparation for one thing only—the
hero's entry. In the "first chant," in the dialogue which follows, in the successive dances and
climax, this absolute mastery of construction is what has most struck me in reading the
plays.Again, Noh does not make a frontal attack on the emotions. It creeps at the subject warily.
For the action, in the commonest class of play, does not take place before our eyes, but is lived
through again in mimic and recital by the ghost of one of the participants in it. Thus we get no
possibility of crude realities; a vision of life indeed, but painted with the colors of memory,



longing or regret.In a paper read before the Japan Society in 1919 I tried to illustrate this point by
showing, perhaps in too fragmentary and disjointed a manner, how the theme of Webster's
"Duchess of Malfi" would have been treated by a Noh writer. I said then (and the Society kindly
allows me to repeat those remarks):The plot of the play is thus summarized by Rupert Brooke in
his "John Webster and the Elizabethan Drama": "The Duchess of Malfi is a young widow
forbidden by her brothers, Ferdinand and the Cardinal, to marry again. They put a creature of
theirs, Bosola, into her service as a spy. The Duchess loves and marries Antonio, her steward,
and has three children. Bosola ultimately discovers and reports this. Antonio and the Duchess
have to fly. The Duchess is captured, imprisoned and mentally tortured and put to death.
Ferdinand goes mad. In the last Act he, the Cardinal, Antonio and Bosola are all killed with
various confusions and in various horror."Just as Webster took his themes from previous works
(in this case from Painter's "Palace of Pleasure"), so the Noh plays took theirs from the
Romances or "Monogatari." Let us reconstruct the "Duchess" as a Noh play, using Webster's
text as our "Monogatari."Great simplification is necessary, for the Noh play corresponds in
length to one act of our five-act plays, and has no space for divagations. The comic is altogether
excluded, being reserved for the kyōgen or farces which are played as interludes between the
Noh.The persons need not be more than two—the Pilgrim, who will act the part of waki, and the
Duchess, who will be shite or Protagonist. The chorus takes no part in the action, but speaks for
the shite while she is miming the more engrossing parts of her role.The Pilgrim comes on to the
stage and first pronounces in his Jidai or preliminary couplet, some Buddhist aphorism
appropriate to the subject of the play. He then names himself to the audience thus (in prose):"I
am a pilgrim from Rome. I have visited all the other shrines of Italy, but have never been to
Loretto. I will journey once to the shrine of Loretto."Then follows (in verse) the "Song of Travel" in
which the Pilgrim describes the scenes through which he passes on his way to the shrine. While
he is kneeling at the shrine, Shite (the Protagonist) comes on to the stage. She is a young
woman dressed, "contrary to the Italian fashion," in a loose-bodied gown. She carries in her
hand an unripe apricot. She calls to the Pilgrim and engages him in conversation. He asks her if
it were not at this shrine that the Duchess of Malfi took refuge. The young woman answers with a
kind of eager exaltation, her words gradually rising from prose to poetry. She tells the story of the
Duchess's flight, adding certain intimate touches which force the priest to ask abruptly, "Who is it
that is speaking to me?"And the girl shuddering (for it is hateful to a ghost to name itself)
answers: "Hazukashi ya! I am the soul of the Duke Ferdinand's sister, she that was once called
Duchess of Malfi. Love still ties my soul to the earth. Toburai tabi-tamaye! Pray for me, oh, pray
for my release!"Here closes the first part of the play. In the second the young ghost, her memory
quickened by the Pilgrim's prayers (and this is part of the medicine of salvation), endures again
the memory of her final hours. She mimes the action of kissing the hand (vide Act IV, Scene 1),
finds it very cold:I fear you are not well after your travel.Oh! horrible!What witchcraft does he
practice, that he hath leftA dead man's hand here?And each successive scene of the torture is
so vividly mimed that though it exists only in the Protagonist's brain, it is as real to the audience



as if the figure of dead Antonio lay propped upon the stage, or as if the madmen were actually
leaping and screaming before them. Finally she acts the scene of her own execution:Heaven-
gates are not so highly archedAs princes' palaces; they that enter thereMust go upon their
knees.(She kneels.)Come, violent death,Serve for mandragora to make me sleep!Go tell my
brothers, when I am laid out,They then may feed in quiet.(She sinks her head and folds her
hands.)The chorus, taking up the word "quiet," chant a phrase from the Hokkekyo: Sangai Mu-
an, "In the Three Worlds there is no quietness or rest."But the Pilgrim's prayers have been
answered. Her soul has broken its bonds: is free to depart. The ghost recedes, grows dimmer
and dimmer, till at lastuse-nikeriuse-ni-keriit vanishes from sight.Footnotes* For example in yuku
kata shira-yuki ni...shira does duty twice, meaning both "unknown" and "white." The meaning is
"whither-unknown amid the white snow."* These dates have only recently been established†
See p.xxxi* Not to be confused with the forged book printed in 1600 and used by Fenollosa.†
See note on Buddhism, p. 250.* The piece to be used as an introduction. Modern performances
are not confined to full Noh. Sometimes actors in plain dress recite without the aid of
instrumental music, sitting in a row. Or one actor may recite the piece, with music (this is
calledHayashi); or the piece may mimed without music (this is called Shimai).* An old shiroto, i.e.
person not engaged in trade.* This, shows that, in seami's hands, the device of making an
apparition the hero of the play was simply a dramatic convention† This, too, is the only aspect of
them that I can here discuss; no other kind of criticism being possible without quotation of the
actual words used by the poet.Note on BuddhismThe Buddhism of the Noh Plays is of the kind
called the "Greater Vehicle," which prevails in China, Japan, and Tibet. Primitive Buddhism (the
"Lesser Velicle"), which survives in Ceylon and Burma, centres round the person of
Shakyamuni, the historical Buddha, and uses Pali as its sacred lnguage. The "Greater Vehicle,"
which came into being about the same time as Christianity and sprang from the same religious
impulses, to a large extent replaces Shakyamuni by a timeless, ideal Buddha named Amida,
"Lord of Boundless Light," perhaps originally a sun-god, like Ormuzd of the Zoroastrians.
Primitive Buddhism had taught that the souls of the faithful are absorbed into Nirvana, in other
words into Buddha. The "Greater Vehicle" promised to its adherents an after-life in Amida's
Western Paradise. It produced scriptures in the Sanskrit language, in which Shakyamuni himself
describes this Western Land and recommends the worship of Amida; it inculcated too the
worship of the Bodhisattvas, half-Buddhas, intermediaries between Buddha and man. These
Bodhisattvas are beings who, though fit to receive Buddhahood, have of their own free will
renounced it, that they may better alleviate the miseries of mankind.Chief among them is
Kwaanon, called in India Avalokitesh-vara, who appears in the world both in male and female
form, but it is chiefly thought of as a woman in China and Japan; Goddess of Mercy, to whom
men pray in war, storm, sickness, or travail.The doctrine of Karma and of the transmigration of
souls was common both to the earlier and later forms of Buddhism. Man is born to an endless
chain of reincarnations, each one of which is, as it were, the fruit of seed sown in that which
precedes.The only escape from this "Wheel of Life and Death" lies in satori, "Enlightenment,"



the realization that material phenomena are thoughts, not facts.Each of the four chief sects
which existed in medieval Japan had its own method of achieving this Enlightenment.(1) The
Amidists sought to gain satori by the study of the Hokke Kyō, called in Sanskrit Saddharma
Pundarika Sūtra or "Scripture of the Lotus of the True Law," or even by the mere repetition of its
complete title Myoho Renge Hokke Kyo. Others of them maintained that the repetition of the
formula "Praise to Amida Buddha" (Namu Amida Butsu) was in itself a sufficient means of
salvation.(2) Once when Shäkyamuni was preaching before a great multitude, he picked up a
flower and twisted it in his fingers. The rest of his hearers saw no significance in the act and
made no response; but the disciple Käshyapa smiled.In this brief moment a perception of
transcendental truth had flashed from Buddha's mind to the mind of his disciple. Thus Käshyapa
became the patriarch of the Zen Buddhists, who believe that Truth cannot be communicated by
speech or writing, but that it lies hidden in the heart of each one of us and can be discovered by
"Zen" or contemplative introspection.At first sight there would not appear to be any possibility of
reconciling the religion of the Zen Buddhists with that of the Amidists. Yet many Zen masters
strove to combine the two faiths, teaching that Amida and his Western Paradise exist, not in time
or space, but mystically enshrined in men's hearts.Zen denied the existence of Good and Evil,
and was sometimes regarded as a dangerous sophistry by pious Buddhists of other sects, as,
for example, in the story of Shunkwan (see p. 207) and in The Hōka Priests (see p. 143), where
the murderer's interest in Zen doctrines is, I think, definitely regarded as a discreditable
weakness and is represented as the cause of his undoing.The only other play, among those I
have here translated, which deals much with Zen tenets, is Sotoba Komachi. Here the priests
represent the Shingon Shū or Mystic Sect, while Komachi, as becomes a poetess, defends the
doctrines of Zen. For Zen was the religion of artists; it had inspired the painters and poets of the
Sung dynasty in China; it was the religion of the great art-patrons who ruled Japan in the
fifteenth century.*It was in the language of Zen that poetry and painting were discussed; and it
was in a style tinged with Zen that Seami wrote of his own art. But the religion of the Noh plays is
predominantly Amidist; it is the common, average Buddhism of medieval Japan.(3) I have said
that the priests in Sotoba Komachi represent the Mystic Sect. The followers of this sect sought
salvation by means of charms and spells, corruptions of Sanskrit formulae. Their principal
Buddha was Dainichi, "The Great Sun." To this sect belonged the Yamabushi, mountain ascetics
referred to in Tanikō and other plays.(4) Mention must be made of the fusion between Buddhism
and Shinto. The Tendai Sect which had its headquarters on Mount Hiyei preached an eclectic
doctrine which aimed at becoming the universal religion of Japan. It combined the cults of native
gods with a Buddhism tolerant in dogma, but magnificent in outward pomp, with a leaning
towards the magical practices of Shingon.The Little Saint of Yokawa in the play Aoi no Uye is an
example of the Tendai ascetic, with his use of magical incantations.Hatsuyuki appeared in
"Poetry," Chicago, and is here reprinted with the editor's kind permission.Footnote* See further
my Zen Buddhism & its relation to Art. Luzac, 1922.ATSUMORI, IKUTA, AND TSUNEMASAIN
the eleventh century two powerful clans, the Taira and the Mi-namoto, contended for mastery. In



1181 Kiyomori the chief of the Tairas died, and from that time their fortunes declined. In 1183
they were forced to flee from Kyōto, carrying with them the infant Emperor. After many hardships
and wanderings they camped on the shores of Suma, where they were protected by their
fleet.Early in 1184 the Minamotos attacked and utterly routed them at the Battle of Ichi-no-Tani,
near the woods of Ikuta. At this battle fell Atsumori, the nephew of Kiyomori, and his brother
Tsunemasa.When Kumagai, who had slain Atsumori, bent over him to examine the body, he
found lying beside him a bamboo-flute wrapped in brocade. He took the flute and gave it to his
son.The bay of Suma is associated in the mind of a Japanese reader not only with this battle but
also with the stories of Prince Genji and Prince Yukihira. (See p. 204.)ATSUMORIBy
SeamiPERSONSTHE PRIEST RENSEI (formerly the warrior Kumagai).A YOUNG REAPER,
who turns out to be the ghost of Atsumori.HIS COMPANIONCHORUSPRIESTLife is a lying
dream, he only wakesWho casts the World aside.I am Kumagai no Naozane, a man of the
country of Musashi. I have left my home and call myself the priest Rensei; this I have done
because of my grief at the death of Atsumori, who fell in battle by my hand. Hence it comes that I
am dressed in priestly guise.And now I am going down to Ichi-no-Tani to pray for the salvation of
Atsumori's soul.(He walks slowly across the stage, singing a song descriptive of his journey.)I
have come so fast that here I am already at Ichi-no-Tani, in the country of Tsu.Truly the past
returns to my mind as though it were a thing of today.But listen! I hear the sound of a flute
coming from a knoll of rising ground. I will wait here till the flute-player passes, and ask him to tell
me the story of this place.REAPERS (together)To the music of the reaper's fluteNo song is
sungBut the sighing of wind in the fields.YOUNG REAPERThey that were reaping,Reaping on
that hill,Walk now through the fieldsHomeward, for it is dusk.REAPERS (together)Short is the
way that leads*From the sea of Suma back to my home.This little journey, up to the hillAnd down
to the shore again, and up to the hill—This is my life, and the sum of hateful tasks.If one should
ask meI too† would answerThat on the shores of SumaI live in sadness.Yet if any guessed my
name,Then might I too have friends.But now from my deep miseryEven those that were
dearestAre grown estranged. Here must I dwell abandonedTo one thought's anguish:That I must
dwell here.PRIESTHey, you reapers! I have a question to ask you.YOUNG REAPERIs it to us
you are speaking? What do you wish to know?PRIESTWas it one of you who was playing on the
flute just now?YOUNG REAPERYes, it was we who were playing.PRIESTIt was a pleasant
sound, and all the pleasanter because one does not look for such music from men of your
condition.YOUNG REAPERUnlooked for from men of our condition, you say!Have you not read:
—

The Spirit of Noh: A New Translation of the Classic Noh Treatise the Fushikaden, Japanese No
Dramas (Penguin Classics), The Tale of Genji: (Penguin Classics Deluxe Edition), Japanese
Tales from Times Past: Stories of Fantasy and Folklore from the Konjaku Monogatari Shu,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead (Tom Stoppard), Notes from the Field, Endgame and
Act Without Words, The Narrow Road to the Deep North and Other Travel Sketches (Classics),



Essays in Idleness: and Hojoki (Penguin Classics), The Tale of Genji (Penguin Classics),
Chushingura / The Treasury of Loyal Retainers: (Illustrated Edition), The Pillow Book (Penguin
Classics), The Poetry of Zen, Kusamakura (Penguin Classics), The Tale of the Heike (Penguin
Classics)



CT, “Fun to read, organized logically. Noh can be intimidating to get a handhold on initially. I
watched several performances before reading this volume. I can't attest to the accuracy of the
translations, but the quality of the translation seems to preserve the tone and nature of a Noh
performance and were very fun to read...What was really great was the way the plays are
organized in the book - in groups of three with a common theme and/or overlapping stories/
characters, I believe mostly from Japanese history, myth and legend, which tend to overlap in
Noh.I recommend reading VERY SLOWLY, and when it seems like you should repeat a line, do
so...I believe many lines are repeated in Noh performances, but this isn't expressed in this or
other libretto. But, you can kind of sense when it's appropriate, and if you do this, while reading
slowly, you come closer to the actual experience of a Noh performance. If you read these quickly
as a story, then that's all they are are stories instead of texts of elaborate and time-bending
performances that take you into another dimension.”

Therese, “Perfect Condition. The book arrived on time and it is beautiful. It's really like new!
Thanks!”
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