The Style and Mood of Noh Theater


When considering native Japanese theater, most newcomers to Tokyo might call to mind Kabuki.  However, the oldest existing form of dramatic performance in Japan is not Kabuki but Noh (能楽).  With a distinct aesthetic quality and strong ties to both literature and religion, this brand of theater merits at least a casual observation.


The arrangement of the cast in Noh plays is an interesting structure possessing some overlap with both Greek tragedy and Shakespearian drama.  The focus of the story is on a single main character, called a shite (シテ方), who dons a mask (面) prior to appearing onstage.  This character’s spiritual struggle is often the main theme of the play, and he may return to the stage posthumously as a ghost in a later act.  A secondary actor, called a waki(ワキ方), accompanies the shite.　He is typically a foil character who sits on the side of the stage and engages in dialogue with the main character.  A chorus known as the jiutai (地謡), reminiscent of the choruses in the plays of Sophocles and Shakespeare, chants elements of the story and often recites lines in lieu of the main characters.  While different acts may involve a separate main character, a single actor usually fills both roles.  The background music is provided by an orchestra, or hayashi (囃子方), consisting of a flute called the fue(笛) and three drums known as the taiko, ootsuzumi, and kotsuzumi (太鼓、大鼓、小鼓).  Lastly, a group of actors known as kyougen (狂言方) performs separate episodes between acts and between plays.  
A theater designed especially for Noh is known as a noh gakudou (能楽堂).  The stage itself provides a simple background for the action, as its only adornment is the painting of a pine tree, or kagami-ita (鏡板).  The meaning of such a painting is purported to be tied to both to divine symbolism and to the outdoor environments which provided the original Noh stages.  Three of the four pillars supporting the roof of the stage are designated by the cast member who stands near them:  the shite bashira(シテ柱), waki bashira（ワキ柱）, and fue bashira（笛柱）.  The fourth is called the metsuke bashira (目付柱), as it is the pillar which the primary character faces for much of the performance.  A narrow platform to the left of the main stage, the hashigakari(橋掛かり), is the thoroughfare via which the cast members enter and exit.  
Noh reached Japan by way of China during the Nara Period (奈良時代　710-794) and was known as sangaku (散楽).  However, it was not until the Muromachi Period (室町時代1338-1573) that the variation of Noh currently performed was developed under the leadership of Kan’ami (観阿弥).  Noh dance technique and acting style has been passed down between generations via schools, or ryuu（流）.  The principal groups for training leading actors (shite) extant today are the Kanze (観世), Houshou（宝生）, Konparu（金春）, Kongou（金剛）, and Kita (喜多).  The first four of these arose from the “Yamato four seats” (大和四座) of the Muromachi Period.

Given Noh’s lengthy history, it may come as no surprise that many of the plays are adaptations of ancient fables contained in volumes such as The Tale of Genji（源氏物語） and The Tale of the Heike（平家物語）.  One example of such a famous old story is that of the play Doujouji (道成寺).  The tale originally appeared in an anthology of Buddhist stories during the eleventh century.  It chronicles the anomalous circumstances following the installation of a new bell at Doujouji temple in Wakayama Prefecture (和歌山県).  A dancer uses her persuasive powers to gain entrance to the ceremony.  However, after beguiling her audience with poetic movements, she strikes the bell and sends it crashing down on top of her.  The abbot of the temple, upon being apprised of the situation, reveals the true identity of the dancer.  She is none other than a malevolent serpent demon, who had once been a girl infatuated with a monk in hiding at the temple.  The temple priests then strive to expel the demon by invoking the gods known as the myou-ou(明王) and succeed at driving it into a nearby river.


Noh drama, while tracing its lineage back to the Muromachi Period, continues to thrive in a contemporary urban landscape.  In Tokyo, several performances are staged monthly at the National Noh Theater (国立能楽堂) in Sendagaya.  Regular performances also occur in Kyoto and Osaka.  Providing a distinct view of Japanese history, along with artistic elegance and poignant emotion, Noh drama should be a worthwhile way to spend an afternoon.  
Bibliography

http://www.ntj.jac.go.jp/gekijo/nou/index.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noh
http://www.nohgaku.or.jp/
http://www.dojoji.com/
