he drama and theater of the Asian world has a history as complex and multi-

faceted as the histories of the many civilizations, peoples, and nations that have

been said—by the West—to compose the “Asian world” India, for example, has a
literature—in sANsKRIT—more than 3,000 years old. Although the golden age of Sanskrit
theater took place in the fourth and fifth centuries, theater of various kinds—folk, classical,
and modern—thrives in India today. The conventions of Indian theater have pervasively in-
fuenced the theater of southeast Asia; the Sanskrit epic poems Mahabharata and Ramayana
provide the characters and settings, for example, for the beautiful shadow-puppet theater
of Java in Indonesia—the WAYANG kuLIT—and related forms of performance using dolls
or live actors.

The masked dance drama of Korea—called KAMYONGUK—is related both to Chinese
and Japanese theater, and Korea, like other Asian countries, has developed an important
modern theater as well.

European knowledge of China’s theater probably dates from Marco Polo’s visits

1254-1324); we know of more than 550 playwrights who wrote after the Mongol invasion
during China’s Yiian dynasty (1279-1368), part of a theatrical tradition that is recorded as
carly as 1000 BCE and that developed throughout the Han (206 Bce-221 CE), Hui (589-
514), T’ang (618-904), and Sung (960-1279) periods. Several plays from the Yiian theater
Have been adapted by European playwrights; Voltaire’s The Orphan of China (1755), an
adaptation of Chi Chunhsiang’s The House of Chao, was the first Chinese play to become
widely known in Europe, and Li Hsing's The Story of the Chalk Circle has been adapted
<=veral times, notably by Bertolt Brecht in The Caucasian Chalk Circle (1944). After the
\ongols were expelled during the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), the center of theatrical ac-
sivity shifted from northern China toward southern cities such as Hangchow. It was only
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, under the Ch'ing dynasty (1644-1912),
2t the most characteristic form of modern Chinese theater, the BEIJING OPERA, began
- take the shape that it has today, sharing the stage with both Western and Western-style
olays, and with a vigorous experimental theater working in a more distinctly Chinese
Zramatic idiom.

Although no one theater can be said to represent these rich and diverse theatrical tradi-
“ons, the classical theater of Japan shares many features common to other Asian theaters:
- blends aristocratic and popular affiliations; it descends from social and religious ritual
—ditions; it coordinates acting, dance, music, and spectacle; many of its plots and charac-
-—r< are derived from familiar literary and historical narratives and legends; its performance
—nventions are elaborately stylized and refined; and its performers are often trained with
- level of formality not found in Western theater. This is hardly surprising, in that the in-
—duction of Buddhism into Japan during the sixth century coincided with an important
~<riod of Japanese cultural and political expansion; for the next two centuries, Japan was
actively in contact with the vital cultures of India, China, and Korea. Although the period
= “Classical” Japanese theater—roughly the twelfth through the eighteenth centuries—
—incides with an extended period of cultural isolation, the expansion of Japan’s military,
~olitical, and economic power in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has again brought
“ananese culture into dialogue with Asia and the West. Indeed, while Japan's imperial
- hitions—the invasion of China and much of the Pacific Rim before and during World
"2 II—were extinguished with the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japanese
~ ter and drama have continued to develop both in response to Western culture and
“rough the experimental innovation of its own traditions.

The classical Japanese theater is a product of a distinctive period in the history of
“2oan, extending from 1192, when the emperor gave all civil and secular power to a
-=ocUN, a hereditary military leader, to 1868, when the emperor regained state as well
- religious authority. For better than 750 years the Japanese emperors lived in Kyoto, en-
zzzed in largely ceremonial duties, while the shoguns, based in Edo, exercised all political
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and judicial authority. The Genroku period (1680-1730) saw an extraordinary flowering
of Japanese art and culture supported by the shogunate; this was the period of Basho,
the famous haiku poet; of Thara Saikaku, the novelist; and of Chikamatsu Monzaemon,
Japans greatest playwright. Although the Noh theater was in decline by the Genroku
period, the three principal modes of Japanese classical theater—NoOH, DOLL THEATER,
and KABUKI—are in different ways the product of the elaborately hierarchical culture of
feudal Japan, and of the increasing tension between the class of warriors who ruled Japan
and a class of artisans and merchants—sometimes called simply CHONIN, or townsmen—
whose economic power was centered in Japan’s cities. With the rise of the shogunate.
Japanese society assumed a feudal character that represented the interests and values of
its ruling class of sSAMURATI warriors. Owing their allegiance to the shogun, the ranks of
the samurai comprised various warrior lords, or paIMYO, and their attendant warriors.
As in other feudal societies, in Japan it was both a right and an obligation to display
the signs and behavior of one’s caste. The samurai, for example, were expected to obey
a stringent honor code, one that required their absolute loyalty to the shogun, to the
samurai caste, and to its military ethos. If a samurai betrayed his lord, he and his followers
risked becoming outcasts, called RONIN or “men adrift” The most famous Kabuki drama.
Chashingura (1748), takes the fortunes of such a samurai lord and his forty-seven follow-
ers as its subject, and r6nin are common figures in the Japanese theater. This organization
extended throughout Japanese society; not only was Japanese society divided into major
castes, but its professions—including theater and prostitution, often closely associated
in the popular imagination—were strictly controlled through an elaborate guild system.
In the major cities, theaters were built in specifically licensed quarters, and actors were
generally required to live in or near those districts. Much as tradespeople had to maks
their trade known through conventions of dress (a practice common in Europe at this
time as well), so actors were required in 1709 to shave their forelocks as a public sign of
their profession.
Under the Ashikaga shogunate, which began in 1338 and ended in a civil war i=
the late sixteenth century, not only were the values of the samurai dominant, but th
privileges of the samurai relative to other castes—such as the many ranks of merchants.
artisans, farmers, and peasants—were rigidly observed. The principal forms of theatri-
cal entertainment, especially Noh (or No) theater, were both sponsored by and largels
reserved for the elite samurai castes and represented the literary and cultural values o
their patrons. In 1603, Tokugawa Ieyasu (1542-1616) became the Emperor’s shogun, anc
in the Tokugawa period (1603-1867; sometimes called the Edo period, after the
that was his seat, present-day Tokyo), Japan entered a period of extended peace a=
increasing cultural isolation. In the seventeenth century, the shoguns began to expel =
foreigners from Japan, reserving specific enclaves in port cities like Nagasaki as pro-
tected zones where foreign trade might be undertaken. As cities such as Osaka, Tokye
and Kyoto became significant urban centers, the merchant classes became wealthier an
more powerful. Although their status was lower than that of the samurai, many of &
merchants amassed huge fortunes that far exceeded the wealth of many samurai. T
samurai still exerted political authority—in 1705 the samurai confiscated the fortune «
a merchant to whom many of them were indebted—but the merchant classes came
dominate the cultural sphere as they became the principal audience for poetry, fictios
and theater. Although all three forms of classical Japanese theater are preserved a=
performed today, they first became popular in different eras of Japan’s history: The Ne
as it is now known, was developed largely between the fourteenth and early seventeent
centuries; the doll theater’s greatest popularity was in the late seventeenth cen
Kabuki, which is said to have originated when Okuni, a dancer from the Izumo Shrine &

Kyoto, began to perform satirical skits in Kyoto in 1603, developed largely between =
late seventeenth and mid-eighteenth centuries.




Although Noh theater achieved its highly literary and ceremonial form in the fourteenth
century, it is usually said to have developed from performance modes popular throughout
the tenth and eleventh centuries, the SARUGAKU-NO, and a related form, DENGAKU-NO.
“Noh” means “accomplishment” or “performance,” and both forms of entertainment con-
tributed elements to the development of Noh theater and drama. Dengaku-no may have
had more explicit ritual elements, and was initially associated with the native Japanese
religion of Shinto, but both forms involved acrobatics, comic role-playing, and dance.
Sarugaku means “monkey music,” which may give some idea of the exuberance of these
performances. In the twelfth century, however, sarugaku-no was adapted by Buddhist
priests to illustrate tenets of Buddhist thought and belief, and performances were given
o large audiences at major temples, acted by lower-ranking priests. In time, professional
players both imitated these performances outside the temples and were hired to replace
the priests in temple performances; by the mid-twelfth century, guilds of performers were
zttached to major temples. In return for free performances during religious ceremonies
and festivals, the professional guilds were given a monopoly on performing in the region
of the temple.

Although the sarugaku-no and dengaku-no seem to have been energetic and spirited
“orms of entertainment, it was the association with the contemplative and literary elements
o7 Buddhism that were to have the greatest effect on the formation of Noh theater. In 1374,
“zmami Kiyotsugu (1333-1384)—a leader of one of the four main sarugaku-no troupes—
oerformed before the shogun Yoshimitsu Ashikaga (1358-1408). Kan'ami was one of the
=reat innovators of his era and is thought to have contributed to giving the Noh its cur-
==nt form. He emphasized the rhythmic nature of the musical accompaniment, developed
= zreater use of mime in acting, and correlated dance and musical elements more closely
“th a dramatic plot. These innovations might well have been lost, however, had the shogun
=0t been so impressed that he took Kamami and his son, Zeami Motokiyo (1363-1444),
~nder his patronage. Kanami’s troupe became the most influential in Japan, and after his
“zther’s death Zeami assumed control of the company, until he was exiled from the court
= 1434 by one of Yoshimitsu’s sons. Together, Kanami and Zeami gave the Noh drama its
~ow-traditional ethos and shape. Kan'ami’s innovations were explored and formalized by
~=2mi, who wrote or revised more than 100 of the 241 plays that make up the Noh reper-
“oire and described the philosophical, esthetic, and practical goals of Noh performance in

~wn Noh performers. Because the performers and performances were so closely bound to
= status of the samurai caste, however, Noh never became a popular or even very public
- =m of theater. Although samurai occasionally sponsored “subscription” performances of
o0 for the “townsmen,” these highly refined, intensely literary dramas were definitively the
~=sertainment of the elite.

The esthetics of Noh derive from the Buddhist emphasis on ZEN, or contemplation, an
~ude of repose and withdrawal from worldly desire and distraction. Noh performance
~ == to induce a similar kind of attentive repose in its audience, to evoke what is called
~ N (often translated as “grace;” although for Western readers this may have irrelevant

_“ristian connotations), a mood or state of mind responsive to the mysterious, graceful,
== impermanent beauty of the performance. For this reason, perhaps, Noh drama is not
== v driven by the cause-and-effect narrative logic of Western drama. Noh plays are typi-
- centered on scenes of revelation that climax in the main actor’s principal dance. Rather
== imitating life, a Noh play should evoke the “flower,” as Zeami termed the fusion of
- ==tic, spiritual, and moral beauty arising from the performance.

- =pical” Noh play might begin with the wAKI, or secondary actor, meeting the SHITE,
-~ omincipal actor, at a site of historical, legendary, or mythological importance. The waki
= =rs first, and in his opening song—sometimes called the TRAVELING SONG, because
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he sings it while making his entrance—announces who he is (often a priest) and where
he is going. The shite then enters, taking the role of an ordinary person. They discuss
the significance of the place, perhaps where a legendary warrior was killed in battle. The
characters speak a densely literary language, for part of the Noh dramatist’s skill is shown
in his cunning ability to borrow allusions and quotations from Japanese literature; the
actors repeat and emphasize a network of phrases and images that convey the play’s cen-
tral theme. The chorus—kneeling stage left—also contributes to this “literary” texture,
narrating some of the action and singing or reciting some of the dialogue. The shite then
leaves the stage, and in some Noh productions a KY6GEN (a brief farce also descended
from sarugaku) is performed. When the shite returns, however, he reveals who he really
is, usually a god, hero, or demon connected with the place whose destiny is troubled; he
might, for example, be the ghost of the legendary warrior. In a manner of speaking, the
character continues to haunt this place because he or she is unable to let go of the world.
of the “character” and its investment in the world that are the essence of his or her being.
The ghost is haunted by the tortuous attitude or emotion that keeps him or her connected
to the world. Unlike a Greek or Shakespearean tragedy, a Noh play does not conclude
with a speech of recognition or response; instead, Noh drama concludes with an intricate
dance, a beautiful interplay of dialogue, dance, narration, and music for the audiences
contemplation.

Since the active repertoire of Noh drama has remained more or less the same for over
400 years, it is perhaps not surprising that other elements of Noh theater and performance
have become highly systematic and conventionalized. There are five types of Noh drama—
plays praising the gods, plays about warriors, plays about women, plays about madness or
spirits, and plays about demons—and in classical Japan, a program of Noh performance
included one play from each of these categories, performed in this order, with a kydges
between each Noh play. In modern Japan it has become more common to perform only
two or three plays followed by a kyigen, in part because the pace of performance is much
slower today. Although women at one time performed in Noh theater, in 1629 women
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This ground plan shows the stage with the mirror room, the hashigakari, the shitebashira, the wakibashira,
the metsukebashira, and the fuebashira, as well as the locations for the musicians and the chorus.

were banned from the Japanese stage; while women do perform in the modern Japanese
theater, Noh companies are now traditionally all male. Plays are performed by the shite
who is masked, an unmasked waki, and actors who play the shite’s companions (TSURE).
A chorus of six to ten men both sings and narrates from a position to the side of the stage,
and musicians—a flute and two or three drums—are positioned at the rear of the stage.
The drums beat rhythmically, punctuating and accentuating the actors™ delivery, while
the flute plays in a kind of counterpoint to their speech. The shite’s mask is drawn from
one of five categories—old person, male, female, gods, monsters—and the clothing of the
performers is similarly stylized: The actors sometimes wear elaborate headdresses, and
sumptuous silk clothing, arranged and layered in particular ways for certain roles. The
members of the chorus wear the traditional dress of the samurai. Attendants clothed in
Slack are present onstage throughout the performance, helping the actors with costumes
and masks and placing and removing properties when needed; they are always senior
actors of the company, because they may also need to step in to finish a performance if
zn actor is unable to continue. The stage is bare of sets, and hand properties are few and
conventional; a bundle of firewood might be represented by a few sticks bound with flow-
=rs. Similarly, many of the properties are purely symbolic: A twig carried by a grieving
woman is the sign of her madness. Throughout the performance, the actors move slowly
znd ceremonially; indeed, many of their actions must take place at a prescribed area of
the stage.

~lthough the Noh stage was shaped somewhat differently in Kanami’s and Zeami’s era,
5v 1615 it had assumed the shape it retains to this day. A stage (BUTAI), roughly eighteen
‘et square, extends into the audience area; the stage is roofed like the early shrines from
which it derives, and the audience is seated in front and on the stage-right side. A painted
Szckdrop behind the stage always pictures the Yogo Pine at the Kasuga Shrine in Nara.
The stage is always of highly polished wood, with sounding jars concealed beneath it to
~=sonate with the emphatic stamping that is part of the actors’ performance. The musicians
zr= seated directly behind the main stage area on a second, narrow stage (AT0zA); they
zre in full view of the audience and are able to see the actors and adjust their playing to
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the actors’ performance throughout the play. A small entrance, called the HURRY DOOR,
leads off the stage left side of the atoza, which is used by the stage assistants, the chorus,
and for the exit of dead characters. A second narrow stage runs along the stage-left side of
the stage, the waki1za, where the chorus is seated, again in view of the audience and able
to adjust their narration and singing to the pace of the actors. Finally, a long bridge, the
HASHIGAKARI, leads from the upstage right corner of the stage out to the MIRROR ROOM,
where the costumed actors have been studying themselves to get into the character. The
hashigakari is six feet wide by thirty-three to fifty-two feet long; it is bordered by a nar-
row strip of white pebbles, on which stand three pine trees, representing heaven, earth,
and man.

The four pillars that support the roof over the stage also have specific functions in the
performance and provide a sense of the ceremonial formality of Noh theater. The upstage
right pillar closest to the hashigakari is called the SHITEBASHIRA, or shites pillar. When the
shite enters the hashigakari, he slides his feet (which are bound in cotton cloth) slowly along
the floor; reaching the shitebashira, he pauses to announce who he is, where he is coming
from, and where he is going (sometimes the waki will make this announcement when the
shite reaches the shitebashira). The pillar downstage right is called the METSUKEBASHIRA,
the gazing or eye-fixing pillar. It is the place where the shite looks while delivering his speech
and which he watches through the slits in his mask to help orient his performance; given the
tiny eye-openings in Noh masks, the metsukebashira is nearly all the shite can see. Down-
stage left, diagonally across from the shitebashira, is the WAKIBASHIRA, where the waki is
often stationed when the shife enters. Upstage left.is the FUEBASHIRA, the flute-player’s
pillar, where the flute-player is positioned.

As Zeami suggests in “Teachings on Style and the Flower’, the training of a Noh actor
in the fourteenth century was presumed to be lifelong, more a vocation than an occu-
pation. Under the shogunate, Noh performers were given the privileges of the samurai
caste, and five schools for training Noh actors were founded. These schools were run by
hereditary masters, and certain families of Noh performers have influenced the theater
over several generations; indeed, we owe the preservation of many documents (includ-
ing Zeami's treatises), properties, and masks to the unusually closed and traditional ways
in which Noh training has been passed from generation to generation. Four of the five
current Noh companies were founded in Zeami’s lifetime. Although Japan is no longer
a caste society, acting in a Noh company today still requires years of dedication and in-
tense training, something between the priesthood and the military: Moreover, because
the relatively small number of classical Noh plays was stabilized in the early seventeenth
century, Noh actors have generally mastered all the roles of the repertoire and perform
without rehearsal. Their intensive training in movement, song, and dance prepares the ac-
tors, chorus, musicians, and stage assistants to be closely responsive to the many subtleties
of their collective performance. And given the stability of the repertoire, of training, and
of performance conventions, Noh theater has been performed in an unbroken tradition
from Zeami’s era to the present day.

Like the Noh theater, the doll theater owes something to the desire of Buddhist priests to
educate a wider Japanese audience in their teachings. Unlike the Noh, however, the doll the-
ater was not supported or protected directly by the shogunate, and it came to enjoy a more
popular audience. The doll theater arose from the confluence of two kinds of performance:
puppet shows and storytelling to music. Much like the itinerant performers of sarugaku-no,
wandering puppeteers became associated with shrines and temples in the twelfth century.
At the same time, a form of live storytelling also became popular, the singing and recitation
of legends and stories to the accompaniment of the Brwa, a four-stringed, plucked instru-
ment. One of the most popular of these narratives was The Tale of Joruri, a love story about
a wealthy girl named Joruri; although the story dates from the fifteenth century, it became
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popular when it was performed to a musical instrument imported from the Ryukyu Islands
between 1558 and 1569, the sAMISEN. The samisen, a three-stringed instrument that is both
plucked and struck, has a much wider tonal and dynamic range than the biwa. Samisen-
accompanied dialogue and narrative became so popular that this kind of performance was
termed simply JORURL. In effect, the doll theater is a form of joruri in which the song and
spoken narrative are accompanied by puppet performance.

Although puppets had been used in Japan for several centuries, puppets were first used
in conjunction with joruri performances in the sixteenth century; puppet-joruri perfor-
mances have been recorded in Kyoto as early as 1596, and by the late seventeenth cen-
tury there were important doll theaters in both Tokyo and Osaka. As in the Noh, the plays
performed in the doll theaters used narrative, dialogue, music, and acting to convey the
dramatic action, and in the seventeenth century playwrights writing for the doll theaters
adapted plots and characters directly from Noh models. In part, however, because of their
Gerivation from the romantic joruri narratives, in part because their audiences were well-
:0-do merchants and citizens rather than the aristocratic samurai, and in part because they
were competing with the more salacious Kabuki theaters for that audience, the doll theaters
-ame to dramatize events more closely approaching contemporary life. Although the ear-
liest doll theater plays were on historical and legendary subjects (like the Noh plays), by
“he late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, doll drama concerned stagings of cur-
-=nt events, and romanticized portrayals of contemporary life, called “domestic plays” or
sewamono. Although the shogunate forbade the staging of current events in 1703, the
<hoguns were more concerned about the satirical portrayals of samurai common in Kabuki;
~lzywrights continued to write about contemporary events.

The doll theater played a major role in the development of Japanese theater generally.
“When Gidayu Takemoto (1651-1714), a famous performer of joruri, opened the Takemoto
Theater in Osaka in 1684, he began a collaboration with Chikamatsu Monzaemon (1653
1725), now generally recognized as Japan’s greatest dramatist. Chikamatsu wrote an impor-
“znt body of plays for the doll theater, on historical subjects as well as on contemporary life.
“=s play Love Suicides at Sonezaki (1703) concerns the double suicide of a young merchant
= 2 prostitute in 1703 and was renowned for the beauty of its language and the power

+ s performance. The genre became so popular that in 1722 the shogunate banned plays
~~out double suicide, which were common in both the doll theater and the Kabuki the-
<=« perhaps fearing that Chikamatsu’s play would be imitated by romantic young Japanese.
* = only did Chikamatsu and other playwrights—notably Chikamatsu Hanji (1725-1783)
.~ Uemura Bunrakuken (1737-1810), for whom the current puppet theater of Japan,
sow=AKU, is named—produce an extraordinarily rich body of plays, but also these plays
- immediately mined by the Kabuki theaters, providing a source of material for living

"= stage of the doll theater is thirty-six feet wide by twenty-six feet deep and is divided
- three sections, each separated by a low screen. The three puppeteers who operate each

——ae

~=o<t are visible throughout the performance. They are costumed in elegant traditional

=< and are seated behind the screens. The puppeteers and their dolls share the stage
= several other performers: the stage assistants, dressed in black as in the Noh theater;
- =onouncer; the narrator; and the samisen player. The announcer begins the perfor-
=== by announcing the title of the play and introducing the narrator and the samisen

- == The narrator is responsible for the verbal art of the play in a direct development of
~ = in the joruri: he narrates the story of the play, speaks the dialogue of the characters
. —oresses their emotions as well, smiling, laughing, weeping, and so on. Later in the

- ==nth century several narrators were used, one for each of the major characters in the

= The samisen is played to augment, clarify, and deepen the narrator’s performance,
=g ita special plangency.
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As in the Noh theater, performance in the doll theater is extremely ceremonial and
precise, and performers undergo years of training to achieve their craft. Although mari-
onettes were used in the seventeenth century, hand-operated puppets became increasingly
popular and by 1736 had supplanted earlier forms. The typical doll is three or four feet
tall and is operated by three puppeteers. The most senior operator, dressed in a formal
nineteenth-century costume, stands behind the doll and holds it up; he works a system
of strings and pulleys within the head that control the doll's head, eyebrows, and eyelids,
and he also operates the doll’s right arm and right hand by means of hidden strings. His
two assistants are clothed in black like the stage assistants, and their faces are covered; one
assistant operates the left arm and hand, and the other assistant operates the legs and feet.
Much as training in the Noh theater resembles that of a traditional art, so learning to op-
erate the puppets of the doll theater entails a lifetime of commitment. Puppeteers take an
apprenticeship of ten years to learn to operate the legs and feet of the dolls with sufficient
grace; they then take another ten years to learn the correct operation of the left arm and
hand before spending the final ten years on mastering the subtleties of the right arm, right
hand, and head.

Doll theater contributed extensively to the dramatic repertoire of the Kabuki theater,
and the fixed poses of the puppets are sometimes thought to contribute to the exagger-
ated expressive stance of the Kabuki actors, the MIE, But the doll theater contributed
other innovations to Japanese theater and to world theater generally. Much as the dolls
increased in complexity throughout the late seventeenth century and early eighteenth
century—gaining eye movement in 1730, finger joints and movements in 1733, and
$0 on—so the stage itself became increasingly mechanized. By 1715 the doll theaters
were using movable settings, and by 1727 elevator traps were used to raise and lower
scenery visibly through the floor of the stage. This machinery not only was put to use
in the more spectacular Kabuki theater, but also was adapted and imitated by theaters
around the world. Although the doll theater was surpassed in popularity by the Kabuki
in the nineteenth century, it continues to be sponsored by the Japanese government and
performed regularly in Osaka and Tokyo.

Kabuki is in many ways the most energetic and spectacular mode of classical Japanese
theater, using live actors to stage intense and passionate dramas whose effect is height-
ened by a range of powerful performance conventions and by an elaborately mecha-
nized stage. As in the doll theater, Kabuki arose as a popular form of entertainment,
supported by audiences outside the aristocratic sphere of Noh performance. Although
Kabuki drama, as in the drama of the doll theaters, was initially derived from the plays
of the Noh theater, Kabuki theater rapidly developed its own dramatic style and perfor-
mance esthetics.

Unlike Noh and doll theater, Kabuki did not originate in medieval performance forms
like the sarugaku-no and the biwa-accompanied narratives that became Jjoruri. Instead,
Kabuki began in 1603, when Okuni, who claimed to be a priestess from the Izumo Grand
Shrine, set up an impromptu stage in the Kyoto riverbed, where she performed dances
and satirical skits. Okuni’s company was largely composed of women, and within a short
time a number of companies—some involving prostitutes, who offered performances as
entertainment—were established in Kyoto and elsewhere. Although comic roles—called
SARUWAKA—were always performed by men, the earliest troupes were composed mainly
of women, called either oNNA KABUKT (women’s Kabuki) or Y0Go K4BUKI (prostitutes’
Kabuki). At the same time, however, other Kabuki companies, composed mainly of adoles-
cent boys, became popular.

Throughout the early period of Kabuki, its performers—both women and boys—were
frequently associated with prostitution, which extended in various ways to a variety of lei-
sure activities: to bathhouses, dances, and to the practice of GEIsHA, which has its origins
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at this time. All of these activities, however, were distinct from the work of the yUGo, or
professional prostitute. As in other respects, the shogunate treated Kabuki like prostitution,
beginning in 1624 to license companies and theater districts.

The boundary between theater and prostitution—by men, women, and boys—was
difficult to police, though, and in 1652 authorities finally banned the boys’ Kabuki—
WAKASHU KABUKI—outright. Thereafter, the only Kabuki companies that were licensed
to perform were the YARO KABUKI, or adult male Kabuki companies, which are now
traditional.

The repertoire of Kabuki theater contains two kinds of plays, one based on histori-
cal or legendary incidents, and sewamono or “domestic plays,” based on contemporary
events. Okuni had once acted the role of a young samurai soliciting a prostitute, and plays
based on the visit of a wealthy and powerful young man to the “licensed quarter” became
a popular Kabuki genre, particularly in Kyoto and Osaka. Many of these plays, includ-
ing Love Letter from the Licensed Quarter (1780), concern the fortunes of Yagiri, a well-
known courtesan of the Osaka Shinmachi quarter who died in 1678. Chikamatsu—whose
Love Suicides at Sonezaki (1703) adapted the conventions of Kabuki to the doll stage—
played a central role in this regard as well: he worked as the house playwright to a famous
Kabuki company for more than twenty years. Although plays that dramatize love suicides
and plays staging the scandals of the samurai caste were banned after 1722, playwrights
continued to write about contemporary life under the guise of one of the other major
genres of Kabuki theater, the history play. It quickly became apparent that by changing
names and setting the drama in the past, playwrights were able to write domestic plays
thinly veiled as history. For example, in 1703 the forty-seven retainers of Lord Asano took
revenge on their master’s disgrace at the hands of a shogunate official by killing the official
and then committing seppuku, or ritual disembowelment. Within two weeks, a Kabuki
play alluding to the incident was staged, and then was rapidly closed by the government.
When Chikamatsu turned to these events in 1710, he set the play in the fourteenth century
to sidestep the ban, and one of the most famous Kabuki plays—Chishingura (1748)—
concerns these events as well.

Kabuki is very much a performance genre, and its plays were organized around the abili-
ties of its actors rather than around a literary script. For this reason, even the plays writ-
ten by the most influential Kabuki playwrights—Chikamatsu Monzaemon, Takedo Izumo
1691-1756), and Kawatake Mokuami (1816-1893)—began as outlines of scenes to be
claborated by a cadre of assistant playwrights. A Kabuki company contained forty to sixty
actors, each of whom specialized in a certain kind of role and expected the playwright to
Zevise scenes that would allow him to display his talents. Companies generally included
= leading-man actor, or TACHIYAKU, and specialists in villainous men (KATAKIYAKU), in
~oung men and boys (WAKASHUGATA), in comic roles (DOKEKATA), and in women’s roles
ONNAGATA), which were also divided according to age and type.

Finally, the unusual duration of a Kabuki performance also demanded the talents of the
olaywright's staff of assistants. Kabuki performances originally began about three oclock in
‘e morning and did not conclude until dusk; the fourteen- to fifteen-hour production was
-omposed of a series of scenes arranged around a common theme or mood. The produc-
“on usually began with a dance play, followed by a familiar play from the company’s reper-
“oire. Because the play was familiar to the company, it required little preparation. Then the
~ompany would perform one or two short practice plays, written by apprentice playwrights
:nd performed by actors-in-training as part of their education. The main play—the HON
=¥6GEN—would be performed at about seven oclock in the morning and lasted until dusk.
This play was outlined by the house playwright in collaboration with the company’s leading
=ctor and manager, and he would write the most important sections himself; the company’s
«=cond and third rank playwrights would elaborate dialogue for the rest of the play. The play
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Kabuki Stage, Nineteenth Century 2
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Notice the screens to the side of the stage, the hanamichi (which attaches to the front of the stage in the lower left-center of the picture), -

and a revolving platform in the center of the stage. (From Brockett, Oscar G. History of the Theatre, 7th Edition. Published by Allyn and
Bacon, Boston, MA. Copyright © 1995 by Pearson Education. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.)
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was customarily divided into four sections: a history section in four to six acts (JIDAIMONO)
concerning the exploits of the samurai; a dance; a sewamono (contemporary) section in one
to three acts, set in the milieu of artisans, traders, and merchants; and a concluding dance
drama. Kabuki performances today are generally given in two programs, lasting from eleven
to four oclock and from four-thirty until nine-thirty in the evening. Although it is rare to
see a full-length Kabuki play performed today, the four-part sequence is still followed.
Kabuki is very much an actor’s theater. The actors undergo a long period of training,
and as in Noh theater, certain families of actors have dominated the history of Kabuki.
Indeed, Kabuki actors often wear their family crest in performance, and audiences fre-
quently compare an actor’s performance in a given role with his father’s or his uncle’s.
Originating as a form of dance, Kabuki places a premium on choreography, which ac-
companies gesture and speech as a means of realizing the character’s essential tone or
feeling in a precise and elegant image. Yet the actors play directly to the audience, and the
most striking moments in the performance—the mie, a highly conventionalized posed
performance of passion—are underscored as performance when the stage assistants clap
two pieces of wood loudly and rhythmically together. The actors play conventional roles,
and each role in the Kabuki repertoire has a conventional costume associated with it. The
costumes are extremely cumbersome, so the actors are often helped by stage assistants
clothed in black who position properties and move pieces of the set. The actors are not
masked, but wear an elaborate and conventionalized makeup, usually of red and black
lines and patterns ranged over a white base; onnagata actors generally add only eyebrow
lines and rouged cheeks and lips to an otherwise white face. Given its close relationship to
joruri and doll theater, it is not surprising that Kabuki usually requires a narrator onstage
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7 _-\ as well who not only sets the scene, but comments on the action throughout; he also oc-

casionally speaks dialogue. Kabuki actors never sing, so their songs are sung by the nar-
rator and by an onstage chorus. Moreover, each play is accompanied by traditional music,
olayed by musicians wearing the traditional samurai costume. The orchestra for Kabuki is
considerably larger than that for Noh and makes use of flutes, bells, drums, cymbals, and
zongs, as well as the samisen.

Although the first Kabuki companies played on impromptu stages, they soon were
-llowed to use Noh theaters; given their raffish character, however, Kabuki companies
were not allowed to have roofed theaters until 1724. Like the doll theater, Kabuki theater
cuickly made use of scenic technology; the elevator stage was in use by 1736, and by the
late eighteenth century it was common for Kabuki theaters to have a revolving stage,
<ometimes two independent turntables with one turning inside the other. Kabuki makes
~<tensive use of scenery, though much of it is of a symbolic or ornamental nature. Like
-roperties in this theater, which tend to be suggestive of the objects they represent, the
<cenery of a Kabuki performance is openly theatrical in character: the scenery is changed
= view of the audience by visible assistants (who help the actors as well) and aims to
suggest the locale of the scene rather than put it on the stage in a realistic way. It is a
—easure, though, of the relationship between the extroverted Kabuki performance and
< audience that its most distinguishing feature involves the audience more directly in
== production. In the early eighteenth century, Kabuki theaters added a HANAMICHI,
, -~ clevated bridge, extending from the rear of the auditorium to the stage. Actors made
_J =i exits and entrances here, and scenes could be played on the hanamichi as well. By
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= 1770s, a second hanamichi was added, and the area between the two hanamichi was
~ided into floor boxes, while other rows of seating ran along the sides of the audito-
~um. Although the second hanamichi is still required for some plays, it is generally no
songer in use.

The restoration of the emperor in 1868 not only brought about the collapse of the sho-

~=ate, but also ended Japan’s isolation. It also dramatized the economic weakness of the
1 ~wurai relative to the merchant class. In many respects, Japan's theater was vulnerable

)NO) ~ =xtinction, especially the Noh and doll theaters, which had no truly popular audience;

one 3 *25uki was the only theater continuing to attract new plays, playwrights, and audiences in

ance f = nineteenth and twentieth centuries. But the Japanese worked to preserve their classi-

even : - heater, and it s still possible today to see plays from the Noh, doll theater, and Kabuki

re to 1 ~=-erioire in excellent, traditional productions.

ning, : ~ == 1368, Japan became open to cultural influence from the West, and a variety of Classical

buki. 1 . —-tic and theatrical forms came to rival the traditional genres of Noh, joruri, and Japanese Drama
s fre- 1 "~k sHIMPA, a theatrical movement originating in Osaka in the 1880s, responded in Performance
1cle’s. 3 == Western theater’s use of more colloquial language and contemporary dramatic History

h ac- : s. However, because many of the shimpa actors were drawn from Kabuki, shimpa

ne or v came to resemble Kabuki in performance, even though its dramas were more
d the 3 ~“=ntly based on recent news events, crimes, and political controversies. Although
posed -z and its successor, SHINGEKI—a “realistic” dramatic movement that both im-
sclap ] =2 and imitated the plays of Ibsen, Chekhov, Shaw, and others—marked an im-
roles, 3 20t move away from the classical genres, they continued to be performed in the
it. The 1 Bwemticth century.

stants 1 Indeed, the Japanese classical theater was perhaps most keenly threatened by Japan’s
re not == in World War IT and the subsequent occupation. As part of the postwar occupa-
black 1 ~= o Japan, the United States established a Civil Information and Education Section,
ebrow o= had as part of its duties both the protection of traditional Japanese culture and
ship to | = mportation of “progressive,” democratic culture, including American literature

nstage . i=ma. This office often came into conflict with the occupation’s censorship office,
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concerned as it was to prevent the spread of imperial Japanese political ideas. Although
neither Noh nor jéruri seemed to pose much of a political threat, the popular Kabuki
theater had long been associated with the feudal ideology of Japanese nationalism, and
the censors were much more careful in their approval of Kabuki theater. The first Kabuki
play to be produced after the end of occupation censorship in 1948 was, in fact, the great
samurai revenge play, Chishingura, often known in English as The Loyal Forty-Seven
Samurai.

(Aside)
of a hereditary caste connected to  of the Theater, usually attributed to
iﬁ%s¥§IE£.?ERRAMA religious temples. the playwright Bharata, from several

he cultures, languages, and the-

ater of the Indian subcontinent
have been transformed by three mas-
sive invasions: by the Aryans some-
time between 3000 and 2000 BCE;
by the Moslems, who brought both
the Persian language and the Koran,
in the tenth and eleventh centuries;
and by the British, beginning in the
seventeenth century. The Aryan
language—Sanskrit (literally, “the
perfected tongue”)—became the
foundation of ancient Indian cul-
ture. Sanskrit was a spoken language
until early in the first millennium,
when Prakit became the vernacular.
Something like Latin in medieval
Europe, Sanskrit was reserved for
ritual, religious, and academic uses,
and for India’s rich literature and
theater. Sanskrit is the language of
the Rgveda, a collection of prayers
and hymns composed between 1500
and 1000 BCE that is the oldest work
in any Indo-European language.

The two major epics of Indian
culture—the Mahabharata and the
Ramayana—date from around 1000
BCE, but took their current form dur-
ing India’s golden age, which lasted
from the second century cE into
the ninth century. Although it had
long been thought in the West that
Sanskrit theater gradually disap-
peared after the Moslem invasions
of the tenth and eleventh centuries,
Sanskrit plays were still performed
in Kerala—a state in the southwest of
India—by performers who were part

Hindu belief and the caste struc-
ture of ancient Indian society inform
the esthetics of Sanskrit theater and
drama. Ancient India was a rigidly
stratified society composed of four
hereditary castes, each of which was
subdivided: the Brahmins (priests
and intellectuals), Kshatriyas (aris-
tocrats, warriors), Vaisyas (crafts-
men, farmers), and Sudras (unskilled
workers, peasants). Although these
castes were devised and perpetu-
ated along racial and economic lines,
they also translated Hindu religious
beliefs into the organizing struc-
ture of society. Hindu is based on a
belief in Brahman, or “world-soul.”
Although different aspects of Brah-
man are often represented as distinct
gods—Brahma the creator, Siva the
destroyer, Vishnu the preserver, for
example—these gods are really as-
pects of Brahman, the only whole,
perfect, and unchanging being. The
created universe is arrayed hierar-
chically, according to the degree that
each being is able to contemplate or
participate in this sense of wholeness
or perfection.

In performance, Sanskrit drama
emblematizes this dichotomy be-
tween thedistractingdiversity oflived
experience and the contemplation of
wholeness and perfection; Sanskrit
theater offers its audience a richly
varied performance while induc-
ing the audience to adopt a unifying
and impersonal, even contemplative
mood. Most of our understanding
of Sanskrit drama derives from the
second-century Natyasastra, or Art

other treatises, and from the twenty-
five plays that remain. Much as an-
cient Greek plays were based on myth
and legend mainly drawn from the
Iliad and the Odyssey, Sanskrit plays
were generally based on heroic stories
taken from the Mahabharata and the
Ramayana and were divided into
two groups: RUPAKA (major drama)
and UPA-RUPAKA (minor drama).
Rupaka are of various lengths and
include the plays of Bharata; Bhasa’s
second-century plays The Vision of
Vasavadatta and Carudatta; King
Sudraka’s The Clay Cart (written
sometime between the fourth and
eighth centuries); Kalidasa’s fifth-
century Sakuntala; and the seventh-
century plays of King Harsa and
Bhavabhuti. As in the Japanese Noh,
the narrative of the play is less critical
than the attitude it produces: the im-
personal and contemplative mood of
wholeness called RasA. According to
the Natyasastra, there are eight basic
rasas or moods that a play should
strive to produce—erotic, comic,
pathetic, furious, heroic, terrible,
odious, and marvelous—and while a
given play may include several rasas,
it should be designed so that one
mood dominates. Moreover, these
rasas are related to the BHAVA,
the emotions or feelings displayed in
the play by the characters. The eight
bhavas—desire,comicorsympathetic
laughter, sadness, anger, vigor or
power, fear, loathing, and wonder—
are the organizing, “stable” emotions
staged in the play, and are com-
plicated by thirty-three “unstable”
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Since the war, the traditional modes of Japanese theater have become popular not
only in Japan, but throughout the world. Several modern playwrights—notably Mishima
Yukio—have either written new Noh or Kabuki plays or have adapted earlier dramas to
modern settings. Moreover, the revival of Japanese classical theater has been part of an
important resurgence of interest in traditional modes of artistic expression in Japan, which
has taken place alongside Japan's emergence as a leading political, economic, and cultural
power in the late twentieth century.

emotions. The subtle balance and in- Classical Sanskrit Performance

terplay of the bhavas should evoke a
sense of harmony and perfection, the
dominant rasa of the play.

As in Hindu philosophy, Sanskrit
drama aims to produce a sense of
oneness from the diversity of expe-
rience; rasa arises from each play’s
cunning interplay of the range of
bhavas, of dialogue written in both
verse and prose, of Sanskrit and
Prakit, and of character types rang-
ing from gods, kings, and heroes to
servants, peasants, and children. Yet
despite this diversity, Sanskrit plays
have several common characteristics.
Each play not only produces its main
mood or rasa, it also illustrates the
workings of karma or cosmic justice.
Tor this reason, Sanskrit drama falls
sutside the Western understanding
of tragedy, and Sanskrit playwrights
zre urged by the Natyasastra not to
represent death onstage. Sanskrit
s spoken by all the male Brahmin
=nd Kshatriya characters in the play,
whereas women, peasants, and chil-
Zren speak Prakit, as does the jester
-haracter who appears in most plays,
~7zen as the hero’s sidekick. Although
=vs vary in length from one act to

= acts, each act generally takes place

=+ takes place in several earthly and
==zvenly locations.

Plays were performed on a variety
-~ occasions in ancient India—at fes-
~=ls. weddings, coronations, and at
“=ner public events—and the play’s
“s:z was appropriate to the occa-
<o The Natyasastra describes three
- =cs of theater structure—square,
~=czngular, and triangular—each

/

These six hand positions are used in a classical Sanskrit performance.

in three different sizes. The rectan-
gular theaters were divided into two
equal areas. The audience area was
supported by four pillars, represent-
ing both the four compass points and
the four principal castes. The stage
area was divided into two parts—a
relatively shallow performing space
divided from a backstage area by a
wall.

Performances were accompanied
by a variety of musical instruments
and were elaborately ceremonial in

character; actors used an elaborate
system of movement, gesture, and
speech. Because the performers were
to represent codified bhavas, the
Natyasastra describes the gestures
appropriate to them: for instance,
thirty-two different eye movements,
thirty-two positions for the feet, twen-
ty-four gestures for one hand. Both
the Sanskrit drama and texts like the
Natyasastra document the extraordi-
nary theatrical vitality of the golden
age of classical Indian culture. =




