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NOH DRAMA IS THE GREAT VEHICLE
FOR SPREADING THE VARIOUS
RELIGIOUS MATTERS IN THE
MEDIE VAL JAPAN

Chair - Senior Professor Kulatilaka Kumarasinghe

In Japan, one of the most ancient forms of theatre is called Noh
alias Nohgaku which is the oldest surviving form of Japanese Theatre.'
Itincludes music, dance and acting to communicate Buddhist messages.?
This classical lyric drama was created during the latter half of the
Kamakura period (1185-1333) and the early part of the Muromachi period
(1336-1573).%*

Nobh (literally, skill and ability) draws its material from many sources
and its form from ritual and folk dances. It is essentially a poetic, quasi-
religious musical drama, usually withoutdramatic conflict. A Noh drama
portrays one all encompassing emotion dominating the main character,
the shite whether jealousy, sorrow, hatred, or compassion, all music,
gesture, dance and recitation are used to build the emotion to its final
climax at the close of the play.’

Aside from the main character, there are one or sometimes two
secondary parts, the waki usually they are priests attired in long dark
robes.® Like the audience, the waki is really there only to observe the
tragedy enacted by the main character, sk ite. Usually a play starts with
the priest or other secondary characters entrance. He explains the scene
that he wants the audience to imagine.” The scenes are all actual spots in
Japan.® The main character may then enter disguised as a local person.
He reveals to the secondary character the significance of the site. He
returns dressed as his true self with a mask and robes. From the time of
his return to the stage, the waki generally remains seated to one side.

The first basic division of types of Noh plots is found in those
which are set in the real world, and those that involve some forms of
supernatural being. The real world plots can include plays where long —
separate parents and children or brothers and sisters finally get to meet;
the meeting brought about or aided by a priestor even a deity. Therefore
Nohplayscan be divided intotwo main types; Phantasmal Noh or Mugen
Noh, Phenomenal Noh or Genzai Noh. Mostof the plays are of the second

type.l°



