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Throughout the semester, Japanese theater has had a special place in my heart.  Perhaps it is because I found the plays easier to visualize or because the tragic love stories were so painfully moving.  Or maybe listening to martial Peking opera plays at 10 AM did not suit me so well.  In any case, I have chosen the first act of the Noh play “Dojoji” to translate into the Kabuki genre.  Dojoji is a well-known story in Japan and is one of the best among Noh’s repertoire.  However, it is extremely short textually and I would like to flesh it out with more dialogue and use colloquial language.  I considered the Peking opera genre for this purpose, but I was afraid the story might take on some characteristics ala “White Snake”.  Since Noh and Kabuki arose from different dramatic traditions, their major features and intentions are quite dissimilar and require some explanation in order to pursue the discussion of translation.

Noh has existed at least since the fifteenth century.  Its precise origins are unclear as it seems to stem from multiple sources, including religious ritual.  Though the plays are usually quite short with only a couple of acts, like Dojoji, the measured, abstract movements of the actor and slow chanting could make the performance last for several hours.  The play texts use an archaic form of the language that was difficult for even the native Japanese audiences to understand.  Thus, Noh never became a popular art form, but did receive patronage from the upper class, including the shogun who was important for the successful continuation of the Noh theater through monetary support.

The central figure in Noh is the one who plays the shite role.  In Dojoji, the shite is the woman dancer/snake.  This key character usually undergoes some kind of physical or spiritual change in the course of a play.  This change could be represented through different masks or a change in costume.  Additional characters in the role of waki, wakizure, etc., such as the abbot and two priests of Dojoji, are subordinate to the shite role but facilitate the progression of the story.

Kabuki is a far cry from the lofty artistic aims of Noh.  Drawing on Bunraku’s repertoire while also establishing their own, Kabuki was a popular entertainment restricted to the confines of the pleasure district.  The actors were clad in white makeup and beautiful costumes, matching the fashion of the time.  The role types were not defined as in Noh which allowed for a greater number of characters on the stage.  These characters were given a greater freedom in natural movement and speech so that previous knowledge of the story was not necessary.  

Kabuki texts tend to be longer than Noh’s and are more focused on dialogue.  The language used is modern and colloquial which allowed for a more direct conveyance of emotion whereas Noh used song and dance to elevate the audience to a heightened level of sensual or spiritual awareness.  Being able to easily understand what’s currently happening in the play also gives audience members the opportunity to shout their praise or criticism at the actor.

Because of the significant number of differences between Noh and Kabuki, it is necessary to change almost everything about the staging of the play except for the costumes and the arrangement of the bell prop.  First are the role-types.  Since Kabuki does not use specific role-types, their lines in the text are prompted by their name, or if they are nameless, their job in the play such as “soldiers” or “servant”.  I have added a few more temple servants for the abbot to talk to.  In the first act, he tells one man to relay the order that no women are allowed in the courtyard to everyone else.  This servant then stands at the shite position and talks toward the audience as if addressing the others.  This seems awkward so it is better to add actual people for him to talk to.  This also gives the servant an opportunity to question why the abbot made such an order, adding a slight feeling of suspense in the story.

The dialogue itself in the Noh play is relatively minimal.  The shite speaks briefly with the omoai, but spends the rest of the time singing or talking about what she is thinking.  In Kabuki she might subtly introduce her secret intentions, perhaps through a conversation with the temple servant before she is allowed to enter the courtyard.  Another possibility is that the narrator could speak of her will as she enters the stage.  The chorus of Noh, on the other hand, only has short, selective lines that compliment the shite’s actions.  Personally, I prefer that the story not give away everything up front, so my version will have her sneakily insinuate her own agenda.  The dialogue in general will be beefed up in an appropriately colloquial fashion.

The musical accompaniment in Dojoji consists of a flute, two hand drums, and a stick drum.  The flute carries the trademark sound of Noh with its high, piercing tones interspersed with the low, guttural tones of the chanter.  The music is curiously incongruent with the singing.  Kabuki, following the tradition of Bunraku, uses shamisen for accompaniment.  There are different types of shamisen that produce various tones and each are appropriate for different occasions.  The shamisen player accompanies actors as they sing or when certain actions are performed.  The music is not exactly melodic in a western sense, but plays the role of heightening feeling.

Dojoji has at least in part already been changed from Noh to Kabuki before, so here I offer my own rendition.  The following format is the same as used in the translation of Chronicle of the Battle of Ichinotani.  

Act 1

Scene 1 DOJOJI TEMPLE

[The curtain opens revealing the stage.  The front gate to Dojoji temple stands closed in the back surrounded by trees and some rocks on both sides.  A large bell prop is suspended on a hook above the center of the stage.  No actors are present on stage.  A ki clack sounds and the Narrator and shamisen player begin offstage left.]

NARRATOR [singing to shamisen accompaniment] :

The unrequited love of a woman is indeed a fearsome force to be reckoned with.  Woe is the man who is entrapped within her jealous clutches, for he will surely not meet a favorable end.   Kamishiro Hirano, abbot of Dojoji knows this all too well and remembers the tragic incident that occurred in his temple several years before.  Now, he takes it upon himself to replace a bell in the temple’s belfry that has remained empty for so long.  His anxiety is great, but remains determined to hold a ceremony of dedication for the bell on this auspicious day.

KAMISHIRO [walks with slow deliberate steps up the hanamichi to slightly stage                right, his eyes darting left and right.] :

Never again shall anything of ill fortune befall this temple!  In the past, we failed to protect a young monk from his untimely fate.  His spirit will not rest unless we make things right and keep the peace.  Speaking of which . . . [looks stage left] where is everybody?  Yoichi!  Ataru!

NARRATOR : Yoichi and Ataru, temple servants who are frequently caught sleeping during the afternoon, get up and run quickly at Kamishiro’s beckoning.  [YOICHI and ATARU stumble up the hanamichi, each pushing the other to try and get ahead.  They arrive in front of KAMISHIRO and stand slightly stage right of him, bowing their heads.]

BOTH : Yes, sir!

KAMISHIRO [disdainfully] : You both should really stop your afternoon napping habits.  Anyway, is the bell secured?

BOTH  : Yes, sir!

KAMISHIRO : And are all the preparations for the dedication complete?  

BOTH : Yes, sir!

KAMISHIRO : Good.  Oh, and one last thing.  For no reason should you let a woman into the temple grounds today for the ceremony.  There is history behind this but I would prefer to not go into that right now.  But should you disobey my orders, your heads are at stake!  

BOTH : Yes, sir!  No woman shall enter!

NARRATOR : Though Yoichi and Ataru are confused, they resolve in their hearts to be true to the priest’s orders.  [KAMISHIRO shuffles offstage.]  Kamishiro trusts that today’s dedication for the bell will be performed without any trouble.  [FUTOMA and HOSOTE, two temple priests, enter inconspicuously on the hanamichi, eyeing YOICHI and ATARU.]

YOICHI : Hey, Futoma!  Hosote!  We just got orders to not allow any woman into the temple today!  Kamishiro said so.  He looked pretty serious, but he didn’t say why.  

FUTOMA [looks doubtfully at YOICHI] : He did not explain why?  Come on Hosote, let us ask Kamishiro for ourselves.  The words of these two sluggards can hardly ever be trusted.

HOSOTE : Indeed!

[FUTOMA and HOSOTE walk with quickened pace offstage.  YOICHI and ATARU swagger over to stage left of the temple door, scratching their heads dejectedly.  SHITOMI walks up the hanamichi and stops at the seven-three position to glare at the bell.]

NARRATOR [speaking with gathering tension in his voice to shamisen accompaniment] : The temple priests and servants have been informed to keep all women away from the temple grounds.  But what is this?  A fine young dancer approaches the temple gates!  Yoichi and Ataru come to attention.

SHITOMI [calling to temple servants coyly] : Excuse me good sirs.  Might I be able to come in for the dedication of the bell?

YOICHI [authoritatively] :  No!  By orders of the abbot, no woman may enter the temple grounds today!

SHITOMI [holding up a fan to cover her mouth] : But I am Shitomi, a dancer from a nearby town.  I was sent for to dance at the ceremony today.  Please let me in so that I may perform and see the ceremony.

ATARU [surprised] : Is that so?  Yoichi, we had better let her in.  She is a special case, isn’t she?

YOICHI : But . . . 

SHITOMI [becoming agitated] : Well?

YOICHI : Well . . . [alternate between SHITOMI and YOICHI until they are speaking simultaneously.]  Very well.  But in return, you should dance for us.

ATARU : Hey, I found a hat over here!  [reaches behind rock and retrieves a hat]  Put this on while you dance.

NARRATOR [with shamisen accompaniment] : Shitomi puts on the hat and obligingly begins a strange and mesmerizing dance.  Her movements seem other-worldly, putting Yoichi and Ataru in a trance.  [SHITOMI dances, twirling about the stage with her fan open.  YOICHI and ATARU watch sit down next to a rock and watch attentively for a while.  After a few minutes pass, their eyes begin to droop, and eventually they are leaning against each other as if in sleep.]  Shitomi sees her brief opportunity and casts her gaze upward at the bell.

SHITOMI [speaking to self, eyes afire] : With those fools out of the way, now is my blessed moment of opportunity to seize upon the bell!

[Stage hands begin to lower the bell toward the stage until it is just over Shitomi’s head.  She throws off the hat, then knocks the bell once with the fan.  She smiles ominously, then crouches down as the bell is lowered farther until it is over top of her and resting on the stage.  As the bell finally lands with a thud, YOICHI and ATARU come to their senses with a start.]

ATARU : What was that noise?!

YOICHI : I don’t know.  We must have drifted off a bit again when that woman was dancing.  

ATARU : Oh no!  This must be what the abbot was talking about.  I’m getting out of here! [Runs offstage in a hurry]

YOICHI : This is really going to be the end of us! [Runs offstage after ATARU]

End scene

