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The No Plays of Japan
The 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 No 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 No. 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
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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 No,
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:
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