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PREFACE 

This thesis concentrates on analytical comparisons of the fom. 

employed by Yeats in At the Hawk's Viall and The Dreaming of the Bones 

with the Noh conventions. since it is the rom rather than the themes 

of the Noh that Yeats learned from this traditional drama of Japan. 

I have very briefly VIritten in Chapters I and n about these 

characteristic fea.tures of' the Noh which constitute the central 

points of my comparisons in Ohapter JII. 

I am indebted to the Japanese Noh critics, Professor H. 

Fllrukawa, Mr. N. Miyake, and :Mr. H. Kiyota for their answers to IrrJ 

questions and their comm.ents on my opinions about some of' the Noh 

conventions. 

I am most deeply gratefUl to Prof'essorE• .A. McCourt and 

Professor It. D. Ohambers who have read my draft very caref'ully and 

have made valuable suggestions. 
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HJSTORY OF THE NOH 

The Noh stage in which Yeats found his model for several of his 

experimental plays is distinguished for its highly refined symbolic 

presentation. The Noh attained this artistic consummation in the 

fifteenth century by blending various elements in Japanese culture. 

The prototype of the Noh is considered to b e Barugaku, a mix

ture of some native arts -- dances related to Shintoism, the Japanese 

national religion, and comic mimicry with dance and music -- and a 

Chinese popular art, Sangaku, which was brought to Japan in the Mara 

Period (710 - 783). Sarugaku (I:tlended art) literally means monkey music 

and is also explained as mimicry of any tunny gestures such as those 01' 

monkeys. Its comic and sometimes satirical gestures and repartee aimed 

at provoking the audience to laughter. Originally Sarugaku was per

formed on religious occasions by monks in the service of Buddhist 

temples, or maidens in the service of Shinto shrines. Sometimes such 

performances took the fom of a prayer for the happiness of the congre

gation, or a form. of drama which was not exactly a miracle play, but 

employed a religious theme. Between the eighth and twelfth centuries 

the monks and maidens were replaced by Sarugaku specialists; such spec

ialists' performances gained great popularity which promoted the domin

ance 0 l' mimicry over the original religious significance of Sa'ugaku. 

There developed blended art, Dengaku, parallel .,lith Safugaku. 

Dengaku (field music), a form of public entertainment, 'WaS born in the 
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tenth century as a result of the fusion of Sarugaku and fertility rituals 

held by farmers. Somet:imes such rituals represented the whole process of 

farming and sometimes they consisted of dances to the accompaniment of 

songs and primitive instruments. Therefore the nature of Dengaku shows 

its two origins, the rather wild music and dance of farmers, and the ae re

batie art of the Ohinese Sangaku which survived in the J'a:panese Sarugaku. 

During the thirteenth century, in cities as well as in the country, people 

of all classes of society imitated these :popularized fertility rituals. 

In the developments of both Sarugaku and Dengaku we can see the 

decl ine of their original religious purpeaea, This drifting away from 

religion maybe regarded as an example of an art form becoming secular.! 

This also is evidence of improvement of the art form itself. In part, 

the history of the Noh is the process of tusing of religion and art. 

Since the beginning of the ninth century there had been a con

spacaeua increase in the power of several new Buddhist sects which tried 

to appeal universally, advocating the idea of salvation and the fusion of 

ShintOism and Buddhism. When the Noh reached its final stage of artistic 

refinement, these Buddhist ideas exercised a great influence on the nature 

of the Noh texts. The Noh owes much of its development to the warrior 

rulers who succeeded the Court nobles at the end of the twelfth century.• 

They supported the contemporary ideas about Buddhism. Dengaku and Sarugaku 

lWe find a similar secularization in the development of European 
miracle plays, which were first performed as a part of the mass in 
churches in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and by the fourteenth 
century gradually developed into a more dramatic form when removed from 
the church and presented by the guilds. ]further, not their religious 
themes, but the comic elements of these early drama forms -- the miracle 
plays, Sarugaku and Dengaku -- contributed to the growth of theatrical 
art in Western countries and in J'apan. 
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were still performed on religieus ooeaaions, but financially they came 

to rely chiefly on their new patrons rather than on religious institut

ions, which tkemselves had been under the control of the warrior olass. 

On the other hand the nEJ\'1 patrons were good. judges of their favourite 

art. This intelligent appreciation sharpened the artists' sense of com

petition. 

About the middle of the thirteenth century Sarugaku became more 

like operatic drama than comic mimicry and closer to the accomplished Noh.. 

This improved Saragaku was called Sarugaku-no-Noh. literally meaning 

2
Barugaku with the Noh element. This Noh element was adopted by Dengaku 

masters in the fourteenth century when Dengaku, a mixture of fertility 

rituals and Sarugaku, was at the height of its popularity. This Dengaku 

with the Noh element was called Dengaku.-no-Noh. 

Dengaku.-no-Noh first gained the warrior rulers' favour, which was 

transferred to Sarugaku. about the beginning of the fifteenth century. 

In that century Sarugaku produced many famous masters and finally achieved 

the perfection of the Noh. The groups of Sarugaku actors had been esta

blished by the end of the twelfth century, a little later than Dengaku.

no-aa (the Dengaku. troupe). In and around the old capital called Nara, 

there were four eminent Sarugaku. troupes belonging to an old shrine 

2Th.e Japanese scholars who translated thirty Noh plays define 
the word Noh as tollows: 

Th.e term Noh used substantively to denote 'accomplishment f , 

'skill', 'talent', derives from a verb signifying 'to be 
able', 'to have the power', 'to accomplish s~ething',
and was early applied to actors and dancers. 
~neral Introduction", Japanese Noh Drama, (Tokyo, 1955). 
I, xr.) 
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ca.lled Kasuga-Shrine. Today in japan these four troupes, along with 

anether which came into existence in the seventeenth century, are still 

the main companies of Noh actors. 

Among the four, the Kanze-za troupe was the newest, formed in the 

latter part of the fourteenth century. The chiei' of the troupe, Ken-ami 

Kiyotsugu. (1333 - 1384), was an excellent actor, playwright and stage 

manager of Sarugaku-no-Noh. Eager to refine Sarugaku-no-Noh, he learned 

from such other schools of similar art as Dengaku and Eilsemai. He studied 

under the instruction of a female dancer a rhythmical dance with songs, 

Kusemai, which was then very popular. This dance emphasized rhythm rather 

than song, while in Sarugaku phrases of song were more important than 

rhythm. Kan-ami blended the different elements of these two arts. The 

rhythmical dance was made more elegant and the movement harmonized with 

the songs of Sarugaku. And the adQJ;>tation of good points of Kilsemai dance 

and music made Sarugaku songs more rhythmical. This refinement was com

pleted between 1368 and 1374, and the new form of Sarugaku commanded great 

popularity. Ran-ami, who was versatile in his performances, tried to 

satisfy the tastes of all classes. 

His son Zeami Motokiyo (1363 - 1443) was a worthy follower of his 

tather. He Was not only as outstanding a Noh actor and playwright as 

Iran-ami, but also the most important drama critic in the Noh history. 

His critical works are full of valuable opinions based on his experiences 

as an actor, playwright and stage manager, and give us the conception of 

the patterns and purposes of the Noh. 

There are about two thOusand Noh plays, and about two hundred and 

fifty of them are still staged in Japan. Most of them were written by 
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Zeami in the fifteenth. century. His father made a first important eon

tribution to the u.1 timate refinement of the Noh; Zeami consummated it 

and established the basis of the present day Noh. 

Most af Zeami t S plays, typical of the Noh, consist of phantasms 

and aim at subtlety and elegance. His style and his theary of the Noh 

found followers, but some of these successors' plays are realistic and 

close to prose. They are devoid of apparitions and mysterious atmosphere, 

but employ a variety of characters and actions. These realistic plays, 

howeTer, observe the Noh eonventions in essential points of staging. 

Later, similar plays were adopted into another theatrical art, Kabuki, 

newer and vulgar, though more popular than the Noh. 

The Noh, without its early flexibility, did not keep pace with 

changing public taste and bee aae traditional under the protection of 

feudal lords in the Bio period (1603 - 1867). At the beginning of this 

feudal period, the Noh was appointed the official music of the Oourt of 

Shogun (Chief general of feudal Japan). This offieial patronage encour

aged the Noh eonventionalism and hastened its estrangement from thepublie. 

Whatever kind of patronage they enjoyed, if the Noh actors themselves had 

not sustained the rigorous dise ipline of their hered1tary system, the Noh 

would have lost its high artistic level. But the hereditary system of 

the Noh troupe itself was able to sUM'ive in feudal saciety. It might be 

said that this highly refined art could be preserved almost unspoilt and 

unchanged only under such speeial protection as feudalism provided. 

Upon the breakdown of feudalism in 1867, the Noh lost its patrons 

and the aetors suffered hardships. But as a result 0 f the utmost exert

ions of some Noh masters, especially of Minoru Umewaka under whom 



Fenollosa was trained, the Noh tradition was preserved. Actually, 

changes in the 1'apanese social system did not inf'luence the character or 

the Noh audience. Noh plays were still appreciated 'by special classes, 

'bu.t not 'by the public. At the beginning or the twentieth centu.ry, modern 

Western drama was introduced to l'apan, but its realistic presentatien and 

sometimes socialistic themes did not threaten th.e Noh. The Noh. and its 

audience remained aloof' f'rom the new dramatic trends. 

Since the end ot the second lforld War the Noh has taced criticisms 

of its traditionalism and its lack ot appeal to a broader audience. These 

criticisms emphasize that the Noh texts were written about fiTe centuries 

ago, and that their language, moral views and themes are obsolete. To 

bring 'back the Noh to its original audience, the public, there haTe been 

some attempts to create new texts and to 'bring it in contact with other 

theatrical torms. But it is noticeable that the symbolic presentation ot 

the Noh 1s still preserved in suoh new texts. In other words, 'both in the 

past and in the present the essence ot the Noh is its symbolic presentation. 



II 

T.B:E NOH - THE SYMBOLIC STAGE 

Whoever considers the history ot the Noh will tace the question: 

why did not the Noh assimilate the whole process of the historical develop

ment ot drama trom ritual to realism? The turning toward realism in Noll 

history was hindered by the teudalistic' suppert ot the Noh. Here arises 

another question: if realism had been encouraged, would net the Noh llave 

lost its uniquely admirable characteristics, and changed into Kabuki, or 

some other theatrical torm? In. the light ot tlle history of drama it is 

said that the Noh consists ot remnants of the primitive theatrical art: 

dance, chorus, songs and masks. It has not the theatrical advantages ot 

the modern stage. It has neither curtain., nor lighting, nor make-up, 

little in the way of settings. The changes ot scene are shown by speeches, 

by tunes trom the orchestra, or by very simple actions. It is, howeTer, 

the uniqueness ot the Noh that it has achieTed a composite art torm by 

retining its primitive elements to their highly symbolic forms. Since it 

is this uniqueness »t the Noll that Yeats was attracted by, the aim ot this 

chapter is to explain very briefly the fundamental Noh conventions, and 

emphasize their contribution to the impact of the Noh. 

The composite art, Noh, is best appreciated on the stage; restrained 

yet gripping, it appeals to the eye, ear, and heart. Any sort of excess is 

avoided. The stage, about nineteen teet square and opened on three sides, 

is very simple without any seenery except the pine tree painted 011 the 

back wall. It is the only seenery for allot the Noh plays. This 

7 
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standard background does not distract from the Noh, yet in mood harmonizes 

wi th its changing themes. 

Few settings are used, and these are symbolic. For example. a 

setting called Yama, which literally means mountain, is a five-foot post, 

framed of bamboo, wrapped with a pieee of damask cloth, and crowned with 

leaves. This setting is used tor a cave, a tomb, a withered tree and a 

mountain. Of the smaller settings a fan is the most representative; it 

symbolizes 8 sword, a bOW, a cup, and so on. 

Oontrasting with this simplicity of the stage, and with the minor 

characters' costumes, less colourful, though rich, the costumes of the 

protagonists are gorgeous without being gaudy Qr ostentatious. Some of 

them are fine pieces of art in themselves. The subj act of costumes affords 

another instance of Noh symbolism. For example, there is a special classi

fication of the Noh costumes according to the hue or tint of the colour, 

crimson.' Bright crimson is used in costumes for young female characters, 

young noble warriors, and supernatural beings. Excaptienally faded crimson 

is used in the costume of an old lady, renowned for her beauty in her youth. 

'fhe masks are most eharacteristieof Noh symbolism. Their express

ions are so obscure that we find it difficult to define what emotions they 

express. But when they are worn by good actors, they reveal a certain 

emotion in accordance with the actors' movements. They are worn only by 

protagonists, famale· and aged characters. Since the Noh is perfo~ad by 

male actors, it is naturally necessary to conceal the sex and the age of 

the actors. It is the established theory of the use of the Noh masks that 

both the protagonists' gorgeous costumes and exquisitely expressive masks 

intensity the stage presence of the protagonists on whom the Noh cone en
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trates the development or its themes. Besides. it seems to me that the 

masks are worn in order to avoid the excess of expression by actors' faces, 

and in order to create remoteness from the actual. or to preserve the 

world of poetic fantasY on the stage. It is hence significant that masks 

are not used in realistic plays dealing with real, as opposed to symbolic, 

characters. 

The orchestra and the chorus serYe to breed the appropriate atmos

phere for this poetic fantasy. The orchestra consists of a flute, a small 

hand drum and a big one, and a horizontal drum. Only the flute makes 

melody. and the drums COUl'lt rhythm. Generally speaking the tormer is the 

main accompaniment for the dance, and the latter tor the chorus or songs 

of the characters, and for the actors' movements. Both the orchestra and 

the chorus sound monotonous by the standards of Western. music. But the 

seeming monotony is in accord with the smooth rhythm of the dance and the 

Noh texts. 

The stylized Noh dance is very different from Western and other 

Oriental dances. It appears to be stiff or expressionless, composed as 

it is of slow and quiet movements of hands or feet, the body remaining 

still. In the climactic part of each play there comes the most elaborate. 

yet symbolically simplified, Noh dance accompanied by the orchestra. Such 

a danee has usually no particular meaning, expresses no particular feeling, 

yet it communicates the total atmosphere. 

The gestures, formal and restrained, are regarded as an ingredient 

of' the Noh dance in a broader sense, but they are mainly descriptive and 

explanatory. For example, weeping is gesticulated by slightly bending 

down the head, with the closed fingers of one hand over the face, but 



10



11 

it means 'obscure and dark', but, as used by Zeami, it carries 
the connotation or halt-revealed or suggested beauty! at once 
elusive and meaningtul, tinged with wistful sadness. 

Zeami re:ters to those subject matters of the Noh texts whieh are 

suitable tor the attainment ot nyugen". The degree ot elegant and subtle 

beauty the subject matter contains decides their classification. Orig

inally the Noh programme of one day's performance consists of tive Noh 

pieces, though nowadays it is very rare to play all :tive. As a rule the 

five pieces deal with gods, men, women, madmen, and hobgoblins in that 

order. '!'his order is based on the essential principle of the Noh con

stru.ction both in its texts and staging: 'Syo (Introduction), He (Develop

ment) and Kyli (Finale). 

The first piece, abeut geds, is the introduction to the day's per

formance. It is not complicated in plot and emphasizes dance and music 

to create peacefulness in the glory of the divine. It prepares the aUd

fence for the further progress Of the programme. 

The "Development" consists of the next three pieces about men, 

women, and the mad. The first of the three is called "Shure-mono" in 

which the ghosts of noble warriors tell about their battles in their lite-

time and about their agony in purgatory. The theme of this piece is ess

entially human, but elegant strength is aimed at rather than subtle and 

graceful beauty, which is the essence of the next piece. 

The third piece of the whole programme, or the second in the 

"Development", is called "Kazura-mono", literally female-wig plays. This 

piece is the center of the day's performance. Here the Noh stage attains 

l"General Introduction", Japanese Noh Drama, I, xii. 



the height of ttYugen". In other words, the first two pieces are prepara

tory for this climax. Here delicate shades of sentiment are eonveyed 

elaborately and lyrically, not psychologically as in the plays of the 

fourth piece. Purity, elegance, and beauty form. the impact of the third 

piece, because they are inherent in the subject matters of the female 

pieces. The heroines of these pieces are often court~ladies, characters 

in classics or legends, and spirits of snow, flowersJ and trees. These 

plays. less dramatic than the next piece. are the most poetic of the five. 

The third stage of the "Development" is composed of the fourth 

piece which is sometimes called ttmiscellanies". Generally this pieae 

describes sueh human emotions as maternal love, heartbreak, jealOUSY, 

remorse, or hatred. Thus it is also called the "mad piecett 
• The plays 

conveying these emotions are more psychological and dramatic than the 

former pieces. Other examples of this pieee, named "Gen.zai-mono" or 

earthly plays, deviate from Zeami t S "Yugen" and have the most dramatic 

construction of all the Noh plays. 

Last come plays which conclude the day" s progra:mme with quick 

and striking movements. They appeal as fantasies to the eye and the ear. 

lviost of them are based on historical or legendary tales of supernatural 

beings. 

In the above description of the construction of the Noh programme 

we have seen that, as it approximates to the second stage of the 

"Development", that is. the female piece, nYugen" becomes more prominent. 

We have also seen that the first and the last pieces of the five are 

furthest from the "Yugen" atmosphere, and the third is the peak of 

"Yugen". It is noticeable that this principle of the Noh construction 
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originated in Zeamits experience. Zeami, an actor, a playwright, and a 

stage manager, took the psychology of the audience into consideration 

in text-making and in staging. He recommends his successors to achieve 

-"Yugen" gradually by leading the audience from restlessness at the be

ginning of the performance of the day into the unique qUietude and serenity 

of the Noh theatre. At the same time he proposes the brisk finale of the 

performance in order to prevent the audience from feeling tired at the end 

of the whole programme. 

The same principle is adopted in the construction of the texts. 

Characteristically the Noh has very few dramatis personae, at mest two or 

three, centering its development around the only actual active perform.er 

of the Noh, the Shite or protagonist. 

The construction of the Noh plays will now be illustrated by 

examining a single play. According to their structure the texts are 

classified into two groups: plays in one part and those in two. The 

chosen play, lkuta, is of the former and belongs to the men-piece dealing 

with a noble warrior. 

As a general rule the Noh begins with the appearance of the "Waki", 

or bystander, who is in most cases an itinerant priest, and whose main 

function is to introduce the protagonist for the development of the play. 

Thus in lkuta the flute announces the appearance on the stage of a priest 

and the son of the protagonist, Atsumori, who had died at the age of six

teen in battle more than ten years before. The priest introduces himself 

and explains who the boy is. This introduction is in rhythmical, poetic 

prose. Then the boy tells, in a chant-like song, about his wish to see 

his dead father. A short prose dialogue between the priest and the boy 

follows. They are now in the capital city. But they begin their journey 
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to the battlefield, because the boy was told in his dream that he would 

meet his father there. 

As we have seen, the Noh has hardly any settings or changes of 

scenery. In llcuta, as in most of the Noh, the priest t s description ot 

their journey serves both to remind us of the change of the scene and to 

create on the stage a poetic atmosphere, because the description is a 

song, complete with classical allusions, of the beauty ot nature on the 

journey. When the priest says: "We have gone so fast that here we are 

already at the woods of Ikuta in the country of Settsu", 2 the scene has 

been changed in the audience's mind. This speech is called the "announce

ment of the arrival", and is usually accompanied with til very simple action 

of taking three steps forward and then three backward. On this arrival 

the "Introduction" (J10) ends and the "Development" (Ha) begins. 

Ikuta has a setting of a hut framed of bamboo. It is set on the 

stage, but covered with a piece of special cloth before the play begins. 

1Ihile the bystander, the Waki, is describing the scenery of the place. 

the attendants seated up-stage take otf the cloth. Then the protagonist, 

the Shite, appears in the hut in the costume of the warrior, wearing a 

mask for the roles of Atsumori and the other young noble warriors. First 

he speaks of his present existence in purgatory. It is a brief monologue 

or lamentation in prose with smooth rhythm. Then follows a short dialogue 

between the priest and Atsumori. Here Atsumori confesses his identity. 

Then the first chorus ofIkuta sings of the love of father and son. But 

their meeting is short, because the father, til ghost, like that of the 

2The l~o Plays of Japan~ trans. Arthur Waley, (London, 1954 
editian), p. '76. 
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elder Hamlet, must go back to the world of the dead at dawn. Considering 

the shortness or the night, Atsumori begins to tell his tale in song. 

The latter part of the story is sung by the chorus, while the protagonist 

Atsumori dances a dance or noble and tender sentiments. 

-In this dance Ikuta reaches its nYugen". From the protagonist's 

appearance to the dance the emotions in lkuta are gradually and subtly 

developed from the ghost's regret to the joy at his meeting his son, and 

then to his recollection of' his glorious youth. Atter this climax the 

concluding part begins with the call of the Lord of Hell, though this is 

described only in the protagonist's words. The chorus sings the purga

torial agony of the hero, while he is gesturing to the accompaniment of 

the song. '!'he play ends wi tll Atsumori' s prayer and with the description 

of his disappearance. At the end, the chorus sings: 

"'fo see my misery! 
I must go back. 
Oh pray tor me; pray ror me 
lillen I am gone," he said, 
And weeping, weeping, 
Dropped the child's hand.· 
He has faded; he dwindles 
Like the dew trom rush-leaves 
Of hazy meadows. 3 
His form has vanished. 

In the two-part play the protagonist appears first in earthly 

person, then in the second part as an apparition in the bystander's 

hallucination or dream. In plays sueh as Ikuta the bystander's role 

beeomes less important atter the protagonist's appearanc e; in the two part 

plays the main part where the hero, or the heroine, appears in the form. 

3 Ibid., p. 80. 
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of a ghost is performed by the protagonist and the chorus. In other 

words the climax ot the Noh lies in the past experience of ghosts and in 

their present agony or remorse. It must be added here that not all of the 

Noh have ghosts. But in about two-thirds a ghost is the protagonist. 

Ghosts are not limited to the Noh; they appear in other plays, both 

Western and Eastern, both old and modern. A distinction between these 

plays and the Noh, however, is found in the unique manner of the Noh in 

employing ghosts as protagonists. 

Let us compare the use of the ghost in Hamlet and that in lkuta. 

The main difference lies in this, that Hamlet's encounter with his 

father's ghost is the essential motive to the development of Hamlet. 

a revenge play. On the other hand, the similar meeting in lkuta is 

regarded as a convention providing the ghost with a situation for his 

full performance, though the meeting partly serves to communicate the 

love of father and san. In Hamlet the ghost is used as an indispensable 

cause in the dramatic progress of cause and effeet. Therefore it would 

be impossible to adapt the ghost scene in Hamlet into a Noh play without 

changing Hamlet's character. In the Noh fo:r.m., first of all, the father 

becomes the protagonist, and consequently Hamlet the bystander. Thus 

Hamlet's speech after his father's disappearance is too strang for the 

role of the bystander in the Noh; in Hamlet it is the key speech to 

Hamlet's later deeds. 

Here we must stress the point that the Noh uniquely emphasizes 

the protagonist. This emphasis is also seen in those Noh plays which have 

no ghosts. The only notable exception to this emphasis comes in some of 

the realistic plays, in which. the Waki, or bystander, assumes a more 
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important role as deuteragonist. This emphasis on the protagonist was 

first mentioned by Dr. Nogami, who made the first scientific approach to 

4the traditional art, Noh. Nowadays this view is generally accepted by Noh 

scholars. According to this view, as we have seen, almost every aspect 

of the Noh 1s explained - masks, costumes, setting, the symbolically 

simplified stage, and so on. It is, however, Dr. Nogami f s greatest e on

tribution to the study of the Noh that he connected this emphasis on the 

protagonist with the narrative element of the Noh. He indicated this 

element by cOlTIDaring the chorus of the Noh with that of the Greek drama. 5 

Unlike the Greek drama, the Noh chorus, placed on the right corner of the 

stage, does not take any actual part in the development of the Noh. The 

chorus, consisting of six or eight singers, never joins other characters f 

actions. Instead the chorus sings important parts of the plays for the 

protagonists, while they are dancing or gesturing, or just posing on the 

stage with intense stillness. Occasionally the chorus exchanges brief 

dialogue wi th the protagonists or other characters. The chorus does not 

wear a variety of costume, but wears the same traditional uniform in all 

the Noh plays. 

Dr. Nogamif s study of the Noh chorus points out fUrther funda

mental differences between the choruses of the Greek drama and of the Noh. 

The historical development of the Greek drama, shews the diminution of the 

importance of the chorus in relation to the inc rease of the number of 

4T. Nogami, "The Noh-One-Character Play", The Shiso (The IdeasJ 
(Tokyo, February, 1923), pp. 39-63. 

5T. Nogami, "The Undramatic Nature of the Chorus -- A Comparison of 
the Noh with the Greek Drama", The Shiso (Tokyo, November, 1931), pp. 16-33. 
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dramatis personae. On the other hand, though the Noh once showed the 

deviation from. the protagonist-centered construction, the role and the 

number of the singers of the chorus have never changed. Dr. Nogami att

ributes this unchanging im,portance of the chorus in the Noh to the ess

entially explanatory and descriptive nature of the Noh texts. This aspect 

is easily found in the above example of the Noh. Ikuta is regarded as a 

blend of the protagonist's recollection of his youth with his emotional 

response to the present meeting with his son. The excellent parts which 

produce on the stage the particular emotion of the play are sung by the 

chorus for the protagonist. That is, the chorus is the explainer of the 

protagonist's emotions and gestures. To put Dr. Nogamit s words into 

English, "the subject of the Noh is performed only by the protagonist, 

6and narrated by the chorus." Thus on the stage the essence of the Noh 

lies in dance - the protagonist's performance, and in song - the chorus. 

The former appeals to the eye, and the latter to the ear. The harmony 

of the two appeals to the mind. 

Here the sources of the Noh themes must be referred to. There 

are various sources, but they are classified into three large categories: 

anthologies of poetry, legends or folklore, and romances. The most repre

sentative of the first are Manio-Shu. (7?0), Kokin-Waka-Shu (905), and 

Shin-Kokin-Waka-Shu (1205). The second includes both legends and folk 

tales from various districts and the main legendary source, Kbnjaku-

Monoeatari (rozv), The third is divided into two groups: romances of 

courtiers' and court-ladies' love, and war romances describing the 

6Nogaku-Zensho (Oomplete Book of the NOh], ed. T. Nogami and 
rev. N. )uyake (Tokyo, 1958), I, p. 4. 
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vicissitudes ot the two military clans, Genji and Heilee. 'I'he most 

important of the first group are Ise-Monogatari in verse (800-900) 

and Genj i-Konogatari written about 1000 by Murasaki-Shikibu, the most 

famous authoress of that period. The main source of the second. group is 

Heike-Monogatari (1190-12191), a war romance; later sources are such 

similar war romances as Gempei-Seisui-ki (about 1247) and Taihei-ki 

(about 1371). From these sources the Noh terts draw mainly on the lyrical 

romances of love and the war romances coloured with contemporary Buddhism. 

~pecially the latter were spread by blind lute-playing minstrels. 

'!'he narrative nature ot the Noh texts is naturally attributed to 

the above sources and to the fourteenth century fashion of narrative 

literature. It might, however, be possible to explain this narrative 

nature on the ground that the Noh th61lles are in most cases recollections 

or tales or the protagonist "s past experience. It is a method of re

creating the past. Moreover, in this re-creation the present and the past 

are strangely mixed. When the protagonist talks ot his own experience, 

and even when the chorus takes the part of the narrator, the experience 

is described as a past event. And yet the Noh impresses the audience as 

if the protagonist lives in the present on the stage. Other more dramatic 

pieces or the Noh describe historical characters completely in the present 

as in the ease ot conventional drama. But the most typical of the Noh 

reproduces the past in hallucination, that is. characters relive their 

past in the present on the stage. As far as they appear on the stage 

and perform. their experience, the Noh is drama. But actually the per

tormance exists in the past, and when the hallucination ends, the past 

vanishes and the performance finishes. Thus the present on the sta e 

@I~~V~-~~~')
~~SI{ATr.H£'\N ~~/~
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is the past of the protagonist, or the description of his past. Conside~

ing the narrative nature of the Noh and this form of recollection, the 

Noh is perhaps, as Dr. Nogami suggested, not drama in a strict sense. 

The symbolism of the Noh, however, cannot be explained by such 

characteristics as the protagonist-centered construction, the narrat

ive nature and the reproduction of the past. These do not explain the 

simplification of the gestures by the protagonist himself who is the only 

character to be emphasized by the restraint on the other elements of the 

Noh stage. The Noh symbolism aims at achieving a purified amotion rather 

than a successful characterization. The emotions inherent in the Noh 

themes are seldom tinged with complex ideas. Rather they are fundamental, 

natural and primitive. These emotions explain the essential appeal of the 

Noh to the people 01' all classes despite time, place and the verbal diffi

culty of the Noh texts. Unchecked by convention the presentation of these 

emotions might have become vulgar and melodramatic, but the contemporary 

aristocratic and aesthetic zeal demanded the retined presentation of these 

fundamental human emotions. 

The Noh owes its accomplishment not only to this aesthetic zeal, 

but to the austerity of contemporary Buddhism. Severe simplicity is the 

common characteristic of such other forms of art of that age as Japanese 

paintings, gardening, tea-ceremony and flower-arrangement. This 

characteristic reflects the Buddhist idea of self-revelation in the 

unity of the self with the object. The unity is at once emptying of the 

self and completion of the self. In this idea of unity the artists ot 

that time found the basis of their artistic idea. Therefore, the rigorous 

discipline or the Noh actors is both aesthetic and spiritual. Conse

qUEIltly they present on the stage elegant and recondite beauty. On the 



,21 

Noh stage silence talks much and stillness makes us feel the concentration 

of strength and inward movement. 

Restriction of realistic gestures is thus required of the protag

onist. Scenes are changed in the audience's mind by words, by very simple 

actions, or by a tune of the orchestra without destroying the atmosphere 

which has gradually been created. Symbolism is inevitable for such a 

composite art, aiming at the presentation of lyrically and spiritually 

refined emotions. Every great art communicates these emotions, but the 

Noh does so in a brief, intensive and yet poetic way. The protagonist

centered texts of the Noh. the symbolic simplification in every aspect of 

the staging, and the poetic expressions in the texts which further the 

narrative, yet are most eminent in the narrative part - all these function 

towards the elevation of fundamental human emotions. 

The Noh is perhaps a primitive stage in the history of drama. 

But no dramatic form employs so many elements 0 f the primtive theatre 

in their highest state of refinement. Originally the Noh began with 

mimicry. a form of realism, and became refined. to a completely symbolic 

form by uniting the aesthetic and spiritual ideals. According to Yeats's 

idea of the cycle of civilization, the Noh must return to realism from 

its aesthetic height. But when the Noh became a traditional art, it was 

able to preserve its completion as an artifice, like the golden bird in 

Byzantium. But the Noh, unlike the eternal handiwork, is an art form 

which vanishes at every moment, and dependent on its actors, is always 

under the threat of mutability both from wi thin and without. The word 

"Noh" literally means "to be able" or "ability", but Yeats interpreted 
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7
it as "accomplishment". His interpretation refers to the Noh at its 

height as a symbolic art form. 

7"Certain Noble Plays of Japan" (1916). Essays and Introductions 
(London. 1961). p. 229. Herea:rter "Certain Noble Plays of Japan" is 
referred to as "Noble Plays" t and Essays and Introdu.ctions, as E. and I •• 
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YEATS AND '!HE NOH 

Yeats was first introduced to the Noh through Pound's translation, 

Certain Noble Plays of Japan: From the Manuscripts of Ernest Fenollosa, 

Chosen and Finished by Ezra Pound, published by the Ouala Press in Sept

ember, 1916. This volume contains translations of fifteen Noh plays, 

some of which are fragmentary. and four synopses of plots. It also in-

eludes Pound's introduction and Fenollosa's helpful notes. Not all of 

the fifteen plays are regarded as Noh masterpieces, but they are chosen 

from all the five groups of the Noh classification, excepting the first 

group (god pieces). SignificantlyJ nine plays, including three of the 

synopses, are from the fourth group, the most dramatic and psychological 

of the five groups. 

Pound admirably grasps the quintessence of the Noh, but his 

translation is inaccurate, and sometimes too literal to convey the orig

inal connotation. On the whole, however, his book impresses the reader 
1 

with the "Unity of Image" and the ghost psychology of the Noh texts. 

Though Pound finds this ghost psychology "most interesting in view of 

the 'new' doctrine of the suggestibility or hypnotizability of ghosts",2 

he is skeptical of it; he is more interested in the "Unity of Imagen: 

1
Ezra Pound, The Translations of Ezra Pound (London, 1951), 

p. 237. 
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If the Japanese authors had not cow~ined the
psychology of such matters with what is to me
a very fiBe sort of poetry, I would not bother
about it.

Pound's too literal rendering of some Noh poetry seems to me to derive 

from his eager attempt to convey this "Unity of' Image"; we find an 

4Imagiste Pound in his translation of' the Noh.

But as Hugh Kenner suggests,5 Pound's translation also reflects 

Yeats's influence on Pound; both spent the winter of 1914-15 in the same 

cottage in Sussex, and Pound often refers to Yeats's interest in poetic 

drama. and ghost :psychology. But the influence was reciprocal; Yeats had 

produced his first play in the Noh style a few months before Pound's book 

was published. In June of the following year, 1917, Yeats finished an

other experimental play, 'The Dreaming of the Bones. made possible by 

Pound's translation of Nishikigi. a Noh ghost play. 

To determine the extent of the Noh influence on Yeats, I will 

examine his first experimental plays: .At the Hawk's Well and The Dreaming 

of the Bones. Yeats expresses his enthusiasm for the Noh in his letters 

about these plays. Moreover, the two plays can be specifically compared 

with the Noh; At the Hawk's Well was adapted in 1949 into a Noh play, 

Taka-ne-Izumi, and the idea of T'ne Dreaming of the Bones originated in 

Nishikigi. 

3 Ib i d• t :p. 236. 

4 Ib i d •• p. 237n. 

5ftIntroduction," The Translations of Ezra Pound, :p. 13. 
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A. "At,the Hawk's Well" and "Taka-no- Izumitt 

Yeats's introduction to Pound's translation of Noh plays was 

later included in Yeats's The Cutting of an Agate (1919). This essay, 

"Certain Noble Plays of ~apantt, suggests that Pound's special concern with 

images served to introduce Yeats to the Noh poetic drama: 

I wonder am I fanciful in discovering in the plays 
themselves (faw., examples have as yet been translated 
and I may be misled by accident or the idiosyncracy 
of some poet) a playing upon a single metaphor, as 
deliberate as the echosng rhythm of line in Chinese 
and Japanese painting. 

The poetry of the Noh was significant to Pound mainly for its form; 

but to Yeats it seemed an inevitable mediwn to convey the subtle psych

ology of the Noh. Yeats himself had long wanted to present such a 

psychology rather than the surface of life described in realistic plays. 

More than ten years before his coincidental encounter with the Noh, 

Yeats had been an advocate of poetic drama. In his essays in Ideas of 

Good and Evil (1903), and in his articles in Samhain,7 Yeats appears 

eager to regain in modern theatre the expression of an "unseen reality". 8 

Yeats, an antagonist to realism, naturally resorts to the Noh on his 

discovery of this Oriental traditional drama. 

~oble Plays", E. and I., pp. 233-234. 

7Samhain was edited for the Irish Literary Theatre by Yeats 
from 1901-8 in Dublin. Later these essays were included in Plays and 
Controversies (1923). 

8ttThe Play, the Player, and the Scene." (1904), Flays and 
Controversies (London, 1923), p. 124. HereafterP1ays and Controversies 
is referred to as p. and C•• 
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The introduction to Pound "s translation was followed by Yeats's 

own experiments modelled on the Noh. The first of these experiments. 

At the Hawk' sWell. was performed in April, 1916, "in a friend's drawing

room, and only those wno cared for poetry were invited".9 Two years be

fore, at the perfonnance of his King's Threshold, Yeats was indignant 

with the spectators who could not appreciate the poetry of his play and 

whose unimaginative minds responded merely to visible objects on the 

stage. In the note to At the Hawk's Well, recol~ecting this unpleasant 

aud ience, Yeats again expresses indirectly his old hatred 01' art 

"through the eyes than through the ears" .10 

Yeats thinks, moreover, that poetry must not be prevented from 

evoking an emotion because of excessive gestures and elocution, and that 

scenery must not intrud e upon the suggestiveness of poetry to the imagin

ative mind. Words are essential to poetic drama. They are sung in order 

to attain remoteness from actuality and to reveal to the audience the 

hidden reality within the mind. But they must be intelligible; Yeats 

abhors trained singers, because they are instruments for musical notes 

and destroy the rhythm of poetry. Poetic drama can neither be sung in 

the elaborate notes of modern songs, nor read in the way we read news

papers. Such drama is not sung, but spoken "with the half-chant men 

spoke it (poetry] with in old times".ll 

9"Note on the First Perfonnance of At the Hawk's Well" (1916) 
P. and C., P. 417. Hereafter this note is referred to as "Note on A.H.W.". 

10 and II"The Theatre" (1899), E. and I. , p. 168. 
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In 1904 Yeats calls himself ffthe advocate of the poetry as against 

12
the actor". This emphasis on the poetry rather than the actor reminds 

me of Zeami's advice to his successors, that the Noh must primarily appeal 

to the spectator by words, or poetry, not by gestures. Zeami says that 

the depth of contemplation in which the singers (or chanters) and the 

listeners are united in the theatre is attained only by listening atten

tively to every word and to every phrase of the poetry. The poetry of 

the Noh aims at leading the audience to contemplation, solemn and almost 

religious. A similar idea of the effect of poetic rhythm on the mind is 

expressed by Yeats in his essay, "The Symbolism of Poetry" (1900): 

The purpose of rhythm, it has alwaYs seemed to me, is to 
prolong the moment of contemplation, the moment when we 
are both asleep and awake, which is the one moment of 
creation, by hushing us with an alluring monotony, vihile 
it holds us waking by variety, to keep us in the state 
of perhaps real tranc e, in which the mind liberated from 
the pressure of the will is unfolded in symbols.l3 

Yeats's distinction betw"een modern music and the chanting of ballad 

singers finds a further parallel in the distinction between the Noh and 

lfusemai which I have mentioned in Chapter I. Kusemai ellIphasizes the 

rhythm of dance, and the Noh the rhythm of the poetry. The one slurs the 

words of the poetry, but the other keeps them intelligible. Both Yeats 

and the Noh prefer natural and human expression to the instrumental and 

mechanicalone. 

In addition to this parallelism between the ideas of Yeats and 

12"The Play, the Player, and the SCane", p. and 0., p. 133. 

13:8:. and I •• p. 159. 
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Zeami, we find, also, some similarity between Yeats's conception. of approp

riate subj ect matter for poetic drama and that of Zeami. In an essay in 

Discoveries (1906), written before his encounter with the Noh, Yeats says: 

(The poet must]be content to find his pleasure in all
that is for ever passing away that it may come again,
in the beauty of woman, in the fragile flowers of
spring, in momentary heroic passion, in whatever is
most fleeting, most impassioned, as it were, for its
own perfection, most eager to return in its glory. 14

These words remind us of the Noh's depicting of the noble warrior's agony 

or remorse, the eourt--Ladyt s love or jealousy, and the beauty of the 

spiri t of flowers, plants,and snow. We also recollect the sense of 

mutability in the Noh. 

In view of this parallelism in subject matter, it seems natural 

that Yeats attempted such an experimental playas At the Hawk's Well, 

modelled on the Noh form. Yeats is more interested in the heroic legend 

than in the folklore of Ireland. He thus explains his motive in writing 

this poetic drama based on Irish heroic legend: 

It would be a stirring adventure for a poet and an artist, 
working together, to create onc e more heroic or grotesque 
types that, keeping always an appropriate distance from 
life, would seem images of those Profo~gd emotions that 
exist only in solitude and in silence. 

At the Hewk's Well owes its remoteness from life partly to :Mr. 

Dulac who designed the masks and the costumes for the play, and to the 

Japanese dancer, Mr. Ito, who danced the hawk's role. But Yeats, as a 

poet, is ambitious to create "the one lofty emotion,,16 through his own 

17
poetry. Thus he chooses the "half-supernatural legendary" hero, 

14" In the Serpent's Mouth", E. and I. t pp. 287-288. 

15, l~ and 17 ~ote on A.H.W.", p. and C., P1'. 416-417. 



Cuchulain, and a setting related with the Cuchulain legend. The Noh 

texts make him recollect his frustrated ambitionl 8 in his On Bai~s

strand and The King's Threshold of establishing a lyrical atmosphere by 

descriptively associating the themes of the plays with certain legendary 

or historical places. In At the Hawk! s VIell Yeats now tries to appeal 

to the mind's eye by evoking imagination through the lyrical desoription 

of the setting and the characters' emotions instead of through visible 

scenes and gestures. 

The three musicians are invented by Yeats to create suggestiveness 

and symbolism in At the Hawk's Well. The musicians, "whose seeming sun

burned faces will (Yeats hopesJ suggest that they have wandered from 

village to village in some country of our dreams, can describe place and. 

weather, and at moments action and accompany it all by drum and gong or 

flute and dulcimer" .19 Yeats first used musicians in Deirdre (1907), 

where the musicians' speeches and songs are explanatory of the background 

of the play and prophetic of Deirdre's fate. But these speeches and songs 

are not so lyrical as those in At the Hawk's Well where the three musio-

Lans" songs and speeches serve to establish the atmosphere of the scene. 

In At the Hawk's ~jell. unlike Deirdre, the musicians describe the 

actors' gestures. Fbr example, the Old l~n "crouches and moves his hands 

as if making a fire",20 while the musician describes his actions: 

l8"Noble Plays", E. and I., p. 233.

19 Ibid. , p. 221.

20W• B. Yeats, Collected Plays (London, 1952), p. 210. Hereafter
referred to as Plays. 



He has made a little heaP of leaves;
He lays the dry sticks on the leaves
And, shivering with cold, he has taken up
The fire-stick and socket from its hole~~
He whirls it round to get a flame. 21

We remember Atsumori' s gestures to the accompaniment of the chorus in Ikuta. 

lfhe three musicians also explain the characters' psychology. lbr 

example, before the Old :Man f s first entrance on the stage the nusicians 

sing: 

'lVhy should I sleep?" the heart eries, 
tFor the wind, the salt Wind, the sea wind,
Is beating a cloud through the skies';
I would wander alvlays like the wind. 22

These descriptive and narrative speeches and songs by the musicians 

reflect the influence of the Noh texts, lyrically descriptive yet basic

ally narrative. But it must be noted that Yeats had been long interested 

in minstrels and ballad singers. In his essay in Samhain in 1906 Yeats 

regards the "three great forms, narrative, lyrical, and dramatic,,23 as 

the basic literary forms which appeal directly to the mind of the people. 

Yeats's concern with these literary forms impelled him to model his first 

experimental dance play on the Noh. 

Finally an analogy is discovered between Yeats's musicians and the 

Noh orchestra, though not the chorus. !nAt the Hawkts Well the musicians 

take the parts of both the orchestra and the chorus in the Noh. The Noh 

gestures and dances, seemingly monotonous and slow, are accentuated by 

the tapping of the drums and by the short and intense cries of the drwmners. 

2lIbid. , p. 210. 

22Ib i d., p. 209. 

23"Literature and the Living Voice" (1906), P~C., p. 173. 
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I cannot tell whether or not Yeats knew this convent ion of the Noh orchestra; 

the three musicians of Yeats's play accompany the actors' marionette-like 

gestures with their musical instruments, antique and Oriental rather than 

24 
modern and Western. Yeats learned in Pound" s book that the Noh players' 

gestures were puppet-like. This infonnation might have suggested to Yeats 

the musieal accentuation of dolls' movements in puppet plays. 

In. spite of these parallels between the three musicians and the 

Noh orchestra and chorus, some important differences exist. These dirfel"

ene ea mainly derive from the different manners of presenting the plays' 

themes. 

At the Hawk's Well was produced in Tokyo in 1940 by Mr. Ito, the 

Japanese dancer. Professor Hirata, who assisted Fenollosa in his Noh 

lessons and saw the Japanese performance, had the im;pression that the 

musicians were not so effective as the Noh chorus, though very close to 

it. It might be unfair to compare this experimental play by Yeats with 

the highly stylized traditional Noh, by doing so to point out the defects 

of the former. 

The three musicians' song opens the play: 

I call to the eye of the mind
A well long choked up and dry
And boughs long stripped by the wind. 25

24Sometimes the Noh texts indicate where and how this accentuation 
is given by the orchestra. But Pound's translation neither includes such 
stage notes, nor does Pound refer to this convention in his introduction and 
Fenollosa's notes to the Noh. Yeats's note to The Dreaming of the Bones 
(1917) shows that Yeats read M. Stope's translation of the Noh, Plays of 
Old Japan (1912), but it is not clear whether Yeats had read the book before 
he wrote At the Hawk's Well. I could not cheek Stope's translation for this 
matter of the orchestra's conventional use. 

25plays, p. 208. 
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The song goes on to describe a dry and withered place on the ocean. 

The images in the song also suggest bitter and desperate old age. Images 

of water and dry leaves recur throughout the play. The theme of the 

futility of searching for eternity at the cost of the vigour of life 

develops, as in the Noh, accumulating images of dry leaves, the bitter 

salt wind, "broken rocks", "ragged thorns", and "the empty well". In 

this accumulation of images, Yeats obviously follows the Noh and attempts 

a unity of images. This unity serves to convey the bitter and withered 

life represented by the Old Man. But Yeats also contrasts this dead life 

with the impassioned life symbolized by Cuchulain. The Old Man says: 

What mischief brings you (Cuehulain) hither? -- you are 
like those

Who are crazy for the shedding of men's blood,
And for the love of women.26

And Cuchulain in turn describes the Old ~~n:

You seem as dried up as the leaves aDd sticks,
As(~ though you had no part in life.27

At the Hawk's Well develops this antithesis of the fUtile life 

and the impassioned life, emphasizing the desolate atmosphere of the scene. 

In spite of this emphasis through the accumulation of images, at the ve:r:y 

end of the play this atmosphere is broken by the heroic and vigorous 

image, Cuchulain. Cuchulain rejects the dead life of waiting for the 

moment the immortal water bubbles, and goes to fight with "the fierce 

28women of the hills tt • The dialogue of the play ends with Cuchulain's 

26 Ib i d• , p. 212. 

27lb i d• , p. 215. 

28 lb i d• I p. 218. 
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challenge: 

I will rae e them. 29
He comes: Cuchulain, son of Sualtim, comes!

Thus the concentration 01' dry and withered images serve to inten

sity antithetically the heroic lite of Cuchulain rather than the lyrical 

atmosphere of the play. At the Hawk's Well emphasizes the bitter and fut

ile search for eternity, but Yeats aims, I think, at providing his audience 

with an experience of intense and heroic life in his theatre. The mood 

established at the opening by the musicians' song contrasts with the lofty 

and heroic emotion at the end of the play. But Yeats is not successful 

in the attainment of this final emotion; and this failure will be dis

cussed later. 

A basic difference between Yeats's play and the Noh can be found 

in this antithetical use of images in At the Hawk's Well. This differ

ence derives essentially from the distinction between the structure of 

Yeats's play and that of the Noh. From Yeats's remarks in "Certain Noble 

Plays of Japan" and "The Note on the First Performance of At the Hawk's 

Well", it is obvious that Yeats makes Cuchulain the hero of the play. 

But actually there is a confusion in Cuchulain' s role, which I find arises 

from Yeats's technical imitation of the Noh convention in the bystander's 

role. 

As we read in "Certain NOble Plays of Japan", Yeats 1s interested 

in the descriptive and allusive speeches about the scenery by the Waki 

(bystander) in the Noh. Yeats employs this manner in At the Hawk's Well 

29 Ibid., p. 218. 



by making Cuchulain the Waki. Cuchulain's first speech suggests that he 

is on a journey; introducing himself' in answer to the Old Man's challenge, 

Cuchulain goes on to explain the purpose of his journey. His speech des

cribes the legendary well, but it does not function as in the Noh where 

the Waki's account of' his trip is a lyrical introduction to the scene 

which reveals the theme. The ineffectiveness of Cuchulain's speech derives 

partly from the introductory song by the musicians, and partly because 

Ouchulaints speech is important, not for his role as the Waki, but as the 

hero. Cuchulain is the hero in relation to the theme; he is also the by

stander in relation to the form, which is technically modelled on the Noh. 

Wnen in 1949 the adaptation of At the Hawkts Well, Taka-no-Izurni, 

was performed in Tokyo, Mr. Yokomichi, the modem Noh playwright, made 

several changes from the original. Firstly Cuchulain was definitely 

made the Waki. both in the theme and in the form. Taka-no-Izumi begins 

not with the musicians' song, but with Cuchulain' s self-introduction 

followed by the account of his journey and then by the announcement of 

his arrival on the island. This adaptation is in two parts; in the first 

part the Old ~lan appears, as in the conventional structure of the two

part Noli, in the form of a e ountryInan. Asked by Cuchulain to show the 

way to the well, the Old Man leads Cuchulain to it. On their arrival at 

the well, the first chorus describes the well. 

This description shows a conspicuous difference between the adapt

ation and the original. Instead of the recurring use of the sea images 

as in At the HawktsWell, in the Noh play the depth of mountains is re

peatedly suggested by the images of' rocks and leaves. The withered leaves 

themselves do not symbolize the dead life as in At the Hawkts Well, but 
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serve rather tor the impressionistic description of autumn in the mount

ains, The description is, on the whole, more lyrical and natural than 

Yeats's, perhaps because it remains simply a poetic sketch of nature, 

without the antithetical suggestiveness of the images in At the Hawk's 

~. Thus the scenery in Taka-no-Izumi creates an atmosphere purely 

poetic and remote from daily life, instead of the bitter and defeatist 

mood of the original. 

In the Japanese adaptation, after this chorus the Old Man tells 

a story about a youth who onee Came to the Well, as Cuehulain now does, 

and died after waiting in vain for the water. Then he confesses his 

identity. Here the chorus sings for the Shite (the Old Man) of his regret 

over his failure to gain the water and of his enduring desire to drink it. 

The chorus ends the first part by describing, again impressionistically• 

the dark night suddenly lighted up with stars and filled with strange 

sounds at the moment of the Old Man's disappearance. 

This part of the adaptation covers the first half of At the Hawk's 

Well, to the point where the hawk gives its first cry. Here a distinct

ion can be noted between the role of the Noh chorus and that of the three 

musicians in the original. In At the Hawk's Well, after Cuchulain's 

appearance, the dialogue is between only the Old :Man and Cuehulain. 

PUrthermore Cuchulain' s speech helps not merely to introduce the Old Man t s 

tale of his past, but to emphasize the contrast between old and young. 

Taka-nc-Izumi, however, concentrates on the Shite's tale of his past and 

his remorse, and on the description of the lovely autumn in the mountains. 

This concentration is made possible by the emphasis in the Noh construct
\ 

ion on the Shite and the chorus rather than on the two antithetical characters, 



36 

the withered Old Man and the adventurous Cuchulain. 

The second part of Taka-no-Izumi begins with exchanges between 

the chorus and the Tsure (attendant), the Guardian of the Well. But 

actually the exchanges are different from those in conventional Western 

drama. The Tsure' s speeches - often one line of a poem, or a poetic 

phrase - are repeated by the chorus with some expansion of these lines 

and phrases. This type of dialogue, also impressionistic, heightens the 

lyricism of the Noh version. In At the Hawk' sWell, however, the Guardian 

of the Well is silent except to give the hawk's cry three times, which 

adds to the bitter and gloomy mood of Yeats's play, a weird, supernatural, 

though not a lyrical, atmosphere. 

A:rter the hawk's dance, the difference between the Noh structure 

and Yeats's becomes more obvious. In At the Hawk's Vlell, awakened from 

the spell of the hawk's dance, Cuchulain and the Old Man begin the dial

ogue which furthers this antithesis between old and young and ends with 

Cuchulain's heroic words. In Taka-no-lzum.1, after the Tsure goes out, 

the Shite (the Old Nian) reappears in the form of an apparition. He shows, 

as in At the Hawk's Well, his bitter regret over his failure to gain the 

immortal water. Here the chorus exchanges poetic and narrative dialogue, 

not with Cuchulain, but with the Old N'Jan. The chorus goes on to describe 

the Shite's agony, which he expresses in his dance. 

On the Shite's disappearance, the Waki (Cuchulain) speaks his 

first speech in the second part and his last as the Waki in the whole 

play in one short phrase: "the traveller alone". The chorus repeats it 

and ends the play with an explanation of Cuchulain's leaving the well. 

Awakened from the hallucination, the traveller, Cuchulain, goes home 
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through the hazel-woods, now moon-lit and quiet, with a resignation which 

reminds us of' the last chorus in At the Hawk's Well. 

It is remarkable, as we have seen in the above comparison, that 

Cuchulain's role is so weakened in Taka-no-Izwni. His longest speech is 

the f'irst introductory one at the beginning of' the play; in the f'irst part 

he speaks nine times, mostly in brief phrases. Once, at the Old Man's 

ref'usal to lead him to the well, Cuchulain expresses his firm resolution 

to drink the water. This resolution, however, contrasts not with the Old 

Man's despair, but with Ouchulain's own resignation at the end of' the play, 

emphasizing the f'utili ty of searching for the unattainable. 

Unlike the tinal heroic emotion in At the Hawk's Well, the Noh play 

evokes a sad longing by simplif'ying the antithetical theme in the original 

into the re-creation of a past experience of' the Shite, and ends with an 

expression of Oriental resignation. 

Villy is this change made in the adaptation? Firstly one must think 

of the Noh convention ot the protagonist-centered construction. But if 

Cuchulain's role is as important as the Old W~'s in At the Hawk's Well, 

why is not Cuchulain made the hero in the Noh? One may recollect another 

Noh convention, the presentation of' psychological tension in the torm. of' 

hallucination. As we have seen in Chapter II, the Noh shows fundamental 

human emotions in the unwinding revelation of an intense experience in a 

single person's past. l~reover, in spite of the antithesis and the final 

heroic emotion,the desperate and futile past of the Old N~n is actually 

more impressive than Cuchulain's adventurous present. Thus naturally 

the Noh, the re-creation of the past, chooses the Old N~n as its hero, 

or its protagonist. 
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But why does Taka-no-Izwni end on a note of Buddhist resignation? 

Buddhist influence on the Noh and on the Japanese mentality might be re-

fleeted in this change from the original. It seems to me, however, that 

the spirit of the last chorus in .At the Hawk's Well accounts for the 

nature of the transformation. 

The last chorus is regard.ed by F.A.C. Wilson as "Japanese alike in 

its resignation and good sense".30 Y~ilson thinks that the chorus "marka a 

breaking point of tension, for Yeats has accumulated his oppressive atmos

phere from speech to speech throughout the playtt. 31 If the main theme of 

At the Hawk's Well, as Wilson suggests, is that "the search for the higher 

self is inevitably doomed to failure ft , 32 the last.chorus is too abrupt 

after the preceding tension to sustain the mood of resignation. If the 

theme asserts the vigour of heroic action as against the futile life of 

wisdom, the chorus is too obtrusive upon the heightened emotion of cuenu

lain's last speech. In spite of the lyrical rhythm of the last chorus, 

feel the coldness of irony. In other words, the chorus does not convey 

the serenity of a mind which has reached a state of resignation, but an 

ironical criticism of the dead life represented throughout the play by 

the Old N18n. 

This ironical lyric, though not well-harmonized with either of 

the suggested themes, serves finally to clarify the antithetical theme. 

But, considering the argument of the chorus independently of Cuehulain "s 

30F•A•C• Wilson, Yeats's Iconography (London, 1960), p. 68.

31 Ib i d • J P. 68.

32 Ib i d• J p. 59.
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role - the abrupt break marked by the chorus tempts this interpretation 

the chorus seems to propose "a pleasant life/Among indolent meadows". 33 

This seeming proposal appears to be close to Oriental resignation and good 

sense. In connection with the whole theme of the play, or with Cuchulain's 

role in the theme, however, such a proposal contradicts Cuchulain's heroic 

action which actually sums up the antithetical theme. 

If one feels that the last chorus, which is in effect the Old Man's 

soliloquy. expresses a final defeat, rather than a tragic resignation, 

then the chorus would seem to int ensifY the heroic note. The light rhythm 

of this chorus does not achieve tragic intensity, but rather good sense, 

if not irony, which does not belong to Cuchulain, the fthalf-supernatural 

legendary" hero. Thus, unlike the lyrically-ending chorus 0 f Taka-no

Izumi, the final songs in At the Hawk's Well also function antithetically 

in their relation to the theme. This antithetical and ironical function 

of the last chorus is easily overlooked, because the chorus is lyrical 

enough to mislead the reader to find the ultimate meaning of At the Hawk's 

~ in the chorus in isolation from the ''Thole process of the play. Thus 

resignation after the bitterness and despair of the life of wisdom is 

emphasized. 

From the above comparison of At the Hawk's Well and Taka-no-Izumi, 

it Can be concluded that the former is more dramatic and intellectual, 

but less lyrical, than the latter. Taka-no-Izumi, though greatly trans

figured from its original, is made a more poetical drama for the evocation 

33plays, p. 219. 
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of a purified emotion. The singleness in character and incident, and the 

simplification in the structure, made this evocation possible. 

Because of his antithetical theme, Yeats might not have been able 

to use the protagonist~centeredNoh structure. But actually Yeats might 

not have knO\\TD. or discerned that the Noh presents emotions in the re

creation of a certain past experience of a single character. The only 

guide book for Yeats, Pound's translation including Fenollosa's notes, 

does not refer to details of this structural convention of the Noh. 

Though Yeats is strongly impressed, as we have seen, both with the lyric

ism, especially in the use of images, and with the ghost psychology of the 

Noh, he never mentions the Noh construction. Though. he often suggests the 

use of a chorus and the importance of words in poetic drama, he seldom 

mentions in his early essays the construction of a drama. These essays 

are mainly concerned with the reform of such theatrical conventions as 

lighting, staging, curtains, scenery, setting, costume~ and gestures. 

Yeats, thus, finds his first model in the Noh not merely because of its 

poetry, but because of the stage conventions which greatly contribute 

to the presentation of poetic drama. 

Some comments on staging must be made at this time. Various ex

periments in the staging of At the Hawk's Well reflect both the Noh in

fluence on Yeats and his long-cherished ideas about poetic drama and its 

presentation. In his contribution to Samhain Yeats emphasizes simplified 

staging to preserve poetic suggestiveness. He insists that "there must 

be nothing unnecessary , nothing that will distract the attention from 

34 speech and movementn • 

34ttTne Reform of the Theatre" (1903), P. and C., p. 49. 
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Thus, when Yeats puts into practice his early theory of staging, 

he chooses the bare stage before a wall; it is uncurtained, open on three 

sides and without any scenery except a screen. This simple stage ob

viously shows Yeats's imitation of the Noh, but we must also remember that 

Yeats had long preferred the "statue-making" stage to the "picture-making"35 

one. Yeats followed the Noh, since it preserves the intimacy between the 

spectator and the actor which modern Viestern theatre lost when the stage 

was first curtained. 

Yeats perhaps intends to regain this intimacy by making his main 

characters approach the stage by moving through the audience. This tech

n i que also seems to reflect Noh influence; in the Noh theatre one can see 

actors go to and from the stage over the Hashigakari (a bridge) connecting 

the stage with the green-room. As in the Noh, on this simple and intimate 

stage Yeats purposes to convey the poet~J of his play directly to the mind 

of his audience. 

For the same purpose Yeats uses a remarkably symbolic setting, a. 

square blue cloth representing the well. Yeats's use of this cloth is 

based on his own idea of setting, "decorative" and ttunobt~lsivett,36 but 

Yeats's s~~ol is also suggestive of the Noh setting in Awoi-no-Ure, 

57 
the gorgeous folded kimono symbolizing a sick princess.

Yeats also uses simplified costumes for the Sake of poetic suggest

35ttThe Play, the Player, and the Scene", P. and e., pp. 127-128. 

36 Ttt he Reform of the Theatre", P. and C. t p. 48. 

37p ound's introduction to Awoi-no-Uye refers to this Noh s~ab01.
See Pound's Translations, pp. 323 and 325. 
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Dulac are conspicuously simple. They are, however, more deliberately 

symbolic; their designsexplain the characters' natures and roles. For 

example, the Old Nan is in rags, and the Guardian of the lfell wears a 

costume representing a hawk. In the Noh, however, no character appears 

in rags, even though his role implies such a costume. Moreover, since 

the Old Man is the protagonist in the adaptation, his costumes must be 

distinguished in their richness from the others'. Nor do animals, birds, 

spirits of flowers, or hobgoblins wear costumes specially designed to show 

their nature; rather they appear in human dress which suggests their 

nature only by the colour and pattern of cloth. Here we find an interest

ing difference between the costumes of At the Hawk' s \~fell and those of 

the Noh. Both are artistic and symbolic but the former is more theat

rical than the latter. The Noh costumes are ceremonial; their richness 

is emphasized rather than their dramatic etfect. 

The masks in At the Hawk's Well add another resemblance and diff

ezenc e between the Noh version and its original. Yeats must cover his 

actors' faces with masks, because he prefers formal and symbolic express

ions to realistic facial ones. Yeats is close to the Noh in this emphasis 

on the symbolic expression; but the theatrical etfect of masks aimed at 

by the Noh and Yeats is different. Yeats thinks that masks keep the 

"distance from life".38 Thus, Yeats is eager to cover with masks all the 

characters of his play - the musicians and the Guaxdian of the Well are 

38"Noble Plays", E. and I., p. 211, and "Note on A.H.W.", 
P. and e. , p. 417. 
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not actually masked, but are "made up to resemble a mask". 39 In Taka-no-

Izumi. however, masks are worn by the Old Man and the Guardian of the \tfel1 

(a young female hawk), but not by Cuchulain, the Waki. It must be noticed. 

here that the antithetical theme of At the Hawk' sVlell rcrees this use of 

masks. Thus At the Hawk's Well. a mask play, differs trom the Noh, in 

which principally only the protagonist is masked, because the Noh aims at 

the lyrical presentation of an emotion by centering on the p·rotagonist. 

The Noh influence on Yeats is most evident in his use of dance. 

He never refers to dance in his early theatrical essays, nor uses it in 

any of his early plays. Moreover, he calls his experimental plays "Four 

Plays for Dancers". Yeats says that At the Hawk's Well was "made possible 

40by a Japanese dancer", Mr. Ito who, in 1940, remarked in his article 

about At the Hawk's Well in ~~ Asahi Weekly that he first performed. the 

hawk's role at the age of nineteen without any knowledge of the Noh. 41 

Yeats, nevertheless found Mr. Ito's dance qUite different from modern 

42 
Western dance.

In spite of Yeats's precise definition of the Noh dance,43 he 

differs from the Noh in his use of the hawk's dance. In Taka-no- Izumi 

39Plays, p. 207. 

40"Noble Plays", E. and I. , p. 224. 

41Mr• M. Ito (1893-1961) was never a Noh dancer, but contributed 
to the introduction of modern Western dance into Japan. 

42Yeats maintains his hatred of modern Western dance into his 
later work. See "An Introduction tor my Plays" (1937) and his last 
play, The Death of Cuehulain (1939). 

43 tfNob1e Plays" ,E. and I.. p. 231. 
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the chorus describes the Tsure's dance; but Yeats's musicians, on the 

contrary, sing, not of the dance itself, but of the Old Man and Cuchulain. 

The first musician speaks, while the dance goes on: 

The madness has laid hold upon him now,
For he grows pale and staggers to his feet. 44

The dance continues, but Cuchulain speaks: 

Run where you will 
Grey bird, you shall be perched upon my wrist. 
Some were called t}lleens and yet have been perched there.45 

This speech by Cuchulain is very intense, emphasizing Cuchulain's 

role as a heroic character. Here becomes evident an important difference 

between the Noh adaptation and the original. The Japanese version con

centrates the a.ttention on the climactic dance which heightens the Noh 

lyricism. Yeats, however, uses the dance not only for the evocation of 

an emotion but for the development of his plot. He emphasizes both the 

dance and the characters. Unlike the Noh, the dance in At the Hawk's iVell 

is subject to the argument of the theme developed in the antithetical 

characters. 

From this comparison of At the Hawk's Well with Taka-ne-Izumi, 

one concludes that, in spite of the various resemblances between the Noh 

and Yeats, his first experimental play diverges from its model in content, 

form, and staging. We have seen that At the Hawk's Well is basically 

different from the Noh because of its antithetical theme. Notwithstanding 

this difference, however, it must be emphasized that Yeats, an advocate 

of poetic drama, had been well prepared to adopt the Noh conventions be-

fora his coincidental encounter 1nth the Noh. Moreover, we must remember 

44 and 4~lays. 217.....j;' - ~ p. . ..• 
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that he atterrrpts the simplification and the stylization to present "the 

one lofty emotion".46 

Yeats's most original experiment in the stylization of staging is 

made in the musicians' folding and unfolding of the black cloth at the 

beginning and end of the play. In this experiment Yeats is independent 

of the Noh conventions. He uses this technique in all of his plays for 

dancers. Perhaps these experiments reflect Yeats's stated desire to re

vive some of the lost conventions of pre-Restoration drama: 

As long as drama was full of poetical beauty, full of 
description, full of philosophy, as long as its words 
were the very vesture of sorrow and laughter, the 
players understood that their art was essentially 
conventional, artificial, ceremonious. 47 

And later he added: "the hour of convention and decoration and ceremony 

is coming againtt 48 
• 

B. f1The Dreaming of the Bones t
' and "Nishikigi ft 

In Irish Fairy and Folk Tales (1893) Yeats explains the nature of 

ghosts: 

Ghosts,... live ina state intermediary between this 
life and the next. They are held there by some earthly 
longing or affection, or some duty unfulfilled, or 
anger against the living.49 

Yeats had been long interested in the ghost psychology which we 

find in folk tales allover the world and in Noh plays. Pound "s frequent 

46f1Note on A.H.W.", p. and C., p. 416.

47ttT.h.e Play, the Player, and the Seene", P. and C. , p. 126.

48Ibid. , p. 136.

49Irish Fairy and Folk Tales, ed , W. B. Yeats (New York,
1918 edition), p. 138. 
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allusions to Yeats's interest in this psychology-indicate that, when Pound 

was engaged in Noh translation, it was Yeats who was greatly stimulated 

by the ghost psychology of the Noh. Pound reports: 

All through the winter of 1914-15 I watched Mr. Yeats 
correlating folk-lore (which Lady Gregory had collected 
in Irish cottages) and data of the oceul, t writ era, with 
the habits of charlatans of Bond street.50 

Here we find Yeats's coincidental discovery of' the NOh at the time 

when his long concern with ghost psychology was becoming most intense. 

Yeats's not e to The Dreaming of the Bones also suggests the double motives 

of the play: his interest in the secular belief in ghosts and his en

counter with an art form to express this belief, the Noh. The Dreaming 

of the Bones is directly motivated by a Noh ghost-story, Nishikigi, Which 

Yeats read in Pound's translation. Pound says in his footnote: 

Mr. Yeats tells me that he has found a similar legend in 
Arran, where the ghosts come to a priest to be married. 5l 

Nishikigi, written by Zeami, deals with the "earthly affection" 

of ghosts. It is based on a legend about the unhappy love of a youth and 

a girl. Their ghosts haunt the tomb where the unreqUited lover was buried, 

till they are finally united through the prayers of several priests. 

\fe can easily find resemblanc es between Tlle Dreaming of the Bones 

and Nishikigi. Yeats's imitation of the Noh is most obvious in the walk 

round the stage. This journey in Yeats's play is certainly a successful 

experiment; as F.A.C. Wilson indicates, Yeats's use of the walk is 

"dramatic" and "exciting".52 These epithets, however, suggest the I>rirnary 

5Opound, Translations, p. 236.

5lIbid. , p. 226n.

5~Vi1son, Yeats's Iconography, p. 218.
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difference between the journey in The Dreaming of the Bones and that in 

Nishikigi. 

In Nishikigi, after the ghost's self-identification, the priests 

are 1 eel to the tomb by the ghost-lover who appears in the earthly form of 

a youth. But the ghost-lover (the Shitel alone goes round the stage only 

once, suggesting by his quiet but varied movements the lovely atmosphere 

of the autumn evening described by the chorus. In the Dreaming of the Bones, 

however, all three characters take part in the journey; and they make three 

rounds in all. 

Each round in The Dreaming of the Bones consists of a speech part 

and a song by the first musician,iJthe accompaniment of his own and the 

other two musicians' instruments. Walter M. Rummel's note to "The Walk 

Around the stage" gives us an image of this journey; in each :r;ound, twenty

four steps, "very slow (and) figurative", are taken. 53 The t\venty-four steps 

are allotted evenly to the speech part and the song. The Nohjoumey is 

simple and poetically descriptive; Yeats's is "dramatic" and ttexciting". 

The manner of stepping suggested byRwmnel is certain to create some 

psychological effect on the audience. It is impressive enough to con

eentrate the spectator's attention on the stage. Thus the journey in 

Yeats's play appeals to the eye rather than to the ear. 

But the function of these journeys in Yeats's play and in the Noh 

must be considered in their relations to the ultimate aims of the play

wrights. Yeats mainly intends to present the world-'f.Aride phenomenon of 

ghosts t "Dreaming Backtt; 54 Zeami describes unrequited love in the ghost

53p. and C., pp. 441-442. 

54W. B. Yeats, A Vision (London, 1937 revised edition), Bk. III: 
"The Soul in Judgment". 
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lover's "earthly affection". To Yeats the progress of the journey is 

important, because the journey itself symbolizes the process of' the ghost 

psychology. 

In Nishikigi, a two-part Noh play, the journey is an introduction 

to the re-creation of the past love. In The Dreaming of the Bones the 

journey is followed by the dialogue which does not lead, as in the Noh, 

directly to the re-creation of the past, but refers both to the Irish 

historical past belonging to the ghost-lovers, and to the young revolut

ionist's presence in the Easter Rising, 1916. Iri the dialogue, past and 

present are fused, while in the Noh only the past is re-created in the 

present on the Noh stage. 

Yeats presents in this fusion the psychological communication be

tween the dead and the living. The opening and closing choruses and the 

songs in the journey suggest this communication. The opening chorus sings: 

'l;'lliy does my heart beat so? 
Did not a shadow pass? 
It passed but a moment ago. 
Vcfuo can have trod in the grass? 
'What rogue is night-wandering? 
Have not old writers said 
That dizzy dreams Can spring 
From the dry bones of the dead?55 

The stranger, later identified as Diarmuid, saYs: 

In a dream; 
And some for an old scruple must hang spitted 
Upon the swaying tops of lofty trees; 
Some are consumed in fire, some withered up 
By hail and sleet out of the wintry North, 
And some but live through their old lives again. 56 

55plays, PP. 433-434. 

56Ibid., PP. 436-437. 
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Ghosts "dream back" their past lives, and in the process of 

"Dreaming Back" they appear in the living's unconsciousness. Yeats 

develops in his play these two aspects of ghost psychology. Thus the 

fusion of past and present in the dialogue and the songs serve to develop 

the theme of ghost psychology itself, but not to evoke an emotion as in 

the Noh. Therefore the youth's unconsciousness is prolonged till the 

climactic dance near the end of the play. Seeing the young girl dance, 

he asks: 

'V'my do you dance? 
Viliy do you gaze, and with so passionate eyes, 
One in the other; and then turn away, 
Covering your eyes, and weave it in a dance? 
Wno are you? \lhat are you? you are not natural. 57 

In Nishikigi, the \Alaki, seeing the old tomb "all glittering-bright 

within",58 wonder whether or not it is an illusion. But his next speech 

hastens the plot of Nishikigi to its climax. 

Waki: Let it be a dream, or a vision, 
Or what you will, I care not. 
Only show me the old t Imes over-past 

and snowed under; 
Now, soon, while the night lasts.59 

The re-creation of the past follo?m this speech. 

The Noh play is remarkably rich in symbolic images; the title 

"Nishikigi" means a crimson-coloured branch symbolizing love. The young 

man (the 8hitel carries this branch throughout the play, and his beloved 

has on her arm "hosonuno", literally a narrow piece of cloth - but on the 

stage a white coat is used - which represents the girl's cruel heart. 

57Ibid. , p. 443.

58 and 59 Pound TIt" 293, rans a ~onSt p. • 
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She goes on weaving without accepting her lover's deep affection symbol

ized, according to the country custom, by his piling ffNishikigi ff in front 

of her gate till his death. The lovers' poetic dialogue and the chorus 

describe their love, again impressionistically. In the quiet autumn night 

only the sounds of the girl's loom and the chirps of insects are heard. 

The lovers and the chorus imitate these sounds. All the images are united 

by the two basic symbols: the crimson branch and the narrow cloth. 

Here some verses are quoted from the two plays to show the differ

ence between the description of past love in Nishikigi and the story of 

Dervorgilla's and Diarmuid's love in Yeats's play. The Noh chorus sings 

while the young F~n dances: 

There he is carrying wands, 
.And she had no need to be asked. 
See her within the cave, 
With a cricket-like noise of weaving. 
The grass-gat es and the hedge are between them, 
That is a symbol. 
Night has already come on. 
Love's thOUghts are heaped high within him, 
As high as the cha~st1cks,
.As high as the charm-sticks, once coloured, 
Now fading, lie heaped in this cave; 
And he knows of their fading. He says: 
.It lie, a body, unknown to any other man, 
Like old wood buried in moss. 
It were a fit thing 
That I should stop thinking the love thoughts, 
The charm-sticks fade and decay, 
.And yet, 
The rumour of our love 
Takes foot, and moves through the world. 
We had nO meeting. 
But tears have, it seems, brought out a brighter blossom 
Upon the dyed tree of love. 60 

60pound, Translations, pp. 295-296. 
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Dervorgilla in The Dreaming of the Bones tells: 

Although they have no blood, or living nerves, 
ifuo once lay warm and live the live-long night 
In one another's arms, and know their past 
In life, being now but of the people of dreams, 
Is a dream's past; although they are but shadows, 
Hovering between a thorn-tree and a stone, 
Vlho have heaped up night on winged night; although 
No shade however harried and consumed 
!ould change his own calaF~ty for theirs, 
~heir manner of life were blessed could their lips 
A moment meet; but when he has bent his head 
Close to her head, or hand would slip in hand, 
The memory of their crime flows up between 
And drives them apart. 6.l 

These quotations illustrate, I think, the superiority of the Noh to Yeats's 

play in the total lyricism created by its "Unity of Imagen. :Moreover, 

Dervorgilla's speech does not present, as in the Noh, simply and poetically 

the ghost-lovers' "earthly affectionn, but implies rather Yeats's interest 

in ghost psychology; Yeats blends in the speech very concrete images of 

love with abstract words suggestive of his metaphysical theme. 

In. his ghost-play Yeats again leads his audience to the intellect

ual contemplation of his theme. He presents the theme in the antithesis 

of the dead and the living, and of present and past. His antithetical 

presentation is most evident in the youth's refusal to give the lovers 

his blessing. A superficial reading of The Dreaming of the Bones would 

encourage the view that the young revolutionalist refuses his blessing 

because the ghost-lovers betrayed Ireland. His final speech, however, 

contains a more philosophical meaning than mere patriotism. It is a 

description of the ghosts' agony in purgatory, which Yeats intends to 

show by ending his play vilth the youth's rejection of his blessing which 

61Plays, p. 441. 
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may save the ghosts from their agony. 

"j ghost is compelled to obey the commands of the living. "52 The 

youth's rej ection forces the lovers into stronger torments only through 

which they may be freed from purgatory. Yeats explains this procedure: 

The lovers in my play have lost themselvas in a di fferent but 
still self-created winding of the labyrinth of conscience. 53 

The ~ost-Iovers must suffer their penance because they betrayed their 

COtUltry. Their betrayal is emphasized by its contrast with the youth's 

patriotism. This emphasis helps to develop the process of the ghosts' 

"Dreaming Back", because "where the soul has great intensity and where 

those consequences affected great numbers, the Dreaming Back and the Re

tum may last with diminishing pain and joy for centuries. ,,64 Thus the 

young man is more important as a communicator with the ghosts than as a 

patriotic rebel. 

The Noh, however, generally ends with salvation, or with a ghost's 

asking the priest to pray for it. The ghost-lovers of Nishikigi, redeemed 

by the priests' prayers, express their matrimonial joy in the Shitets 

dance. This ending matches the symbolic romance of love; Zeami does not 

develop the ghost psychology, but presents a fundamental human amotion. 

But vl1'...y are the Noh texts so permeated. with ghosts? 1f.b.y did the 

fourteenth and fifteenth century Noh playwrights employ ghosts so otten 

in their subj act matter? The Noh has been apprec,iated for more than four 

e enturies without fae ing these questions. Thi s whole-hearted acceptane e, 

62Irish Fairy and Folk Tales, ad. Yeats,p. 138. 

53"Note on The Dreaming of the Bones", P. and C. , p. 454. 

64Yeats, A Vision, p. 228. 
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however, proves the essential appeal of the Noh. In spite of Pound's and 

Yeats's special interest in the ghost psychology vmich they find expressed 

uniquely in the Noh, the Noh does not aim at the presentation of this 

psychology, but of emotions in the depth of the mind. The re-creation of 

the past makes the spectators forget that the character is a ghost; they 

find themselves sharing the emotion which the ghost experienced in its 

life time. The ghost convention is so natural that it does not hinder 

the evocation of emotions, but takes the audience from daily life to the 

trance-like contemplation of inner life. 

The Noh playwrights in these centuries were able to write their 

plays conscious of the generally accepted belief in ghosts, and of the 

closeness of legends and folk tales to the lives of the people and play

wrights. To these dramatists the ghost convention is perhaps both a nat

ural and aesthetic expression of fundamental emotions. The salvation and 

the prayer with which the Noh mostly ends reflect Buddhist ideas, but we 

must remember that an attempt to find in the ghosts' agony and their 

salvation philosophical, psychological or religious meanings is likely to 

result in damage to the trance-like contemplation to which the Noh per

formance leads us. 

Yeats feels more familiar with Noh ghost-plays than does Pound. 

But Yeats takes a greater interest in their psychology than in their 

dramatic form. He reads in the psychology a metaphysical meaning; he is 

eager to show why and how ghosts haunt the living. Thus, as we have seen 

in the above, though it seemingly resembles the Noh, the journey in ~

Dreaming of the Bones differs greatly from the Noh journey. Yeats's 

antithetical theme is also explained by his philosophical and psycholo
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gieal interest in ghost stories. 

From the above comparison one concludes again that, in spite of 

their external similarities and Yeats's obvious imitation of the Noh, 

Nishikigi and The Dreaming of the Bones are primarily different in their 

themes, and consequently in their forms and manners of staging; one is 

naturally lyrical, the other metaphysical. On the one hand, the Noh owes 

its naturalness largely to its historical situation in which ghost stories 

are naively received and can imply much to the living. On the other hand, 

the antithetical and metaphysical nature of Yeats's theme derives from his 

modernity. 

Yeats uses legends and folklore as his subject matter, but the 

stronger int erest he takes in them, and his more personal interpretation 

of them, is reflected in his themes. Both in At the Hawk's Viell and The-
Dreaming of the Bones, Yeats's themes reveal his own quest for an "unseen 

reality". We find such realities in Cuchulain's heroic action and the 

ghost-lovers' purgatorial agony. These realities are universal in the~

selves, but Yeats presents them in an age when they are too deeply buried 

~ to be easily observed in daily life. Thus his basic attitude to the 

treatment of these realities takes the form of a quest; and his manner of 

presentation becomes analytical and argumentative. Here we find the funda

mental difference between the Noh and Yeats, a difference that cannot be 

overcome by llis technical imitation of the Noh conventions. Yeats was not 

able to capture the naturalness and the lyricism of the Noh by returning 

to the traditional theatre. 

Yeats, however, created a unique and esoteric play. He writes to 

Olivia Shakespeare about the first performance of The Dreaming of the 
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Bones in 1931: 

The playas put on the stage with its ceremonial movements 
(half round the stage meant a mountain climbed) seemed to 
me very beautiful. It was enthusBstically received. 55 

Yeats, by modelling on the Noh, creates in the journey technique his own 

medium to express his antithetical theme. Yeatsknomthat "the first 

man writes what it is natural to writew56 and that "in literature if we 

would not be parvenus we must have a mOdel".67 He justifies his method 

when, in 1916, he writes as follows to his father: 

In fact, imitation seems to me to create a language 
in which we say things which are not imitation. 68 

65The Letters of \~. B. Yeats, ed , Allan Wade (London, 1954), p. 788.

66P. and e., p. 143.

67"Nt . A H· ~"P delo e on ..• . an • , l' • 4 6. ..1., 
68Letters of Yeats, ed.Viade, 1'. 607. 



CONCLUSION 

Yeats's encounter with the Noh is significant in his career as 

a dramatist; this admirable model of symbolic theatrical expression con

solldated Yeats's ideals of poetic drama and made it possible for him to 

create his own dramatic form. Yeats admits that in his first experi

mental play he was indebted to the Noh: 

In fact, with the help of Japanese plays 'translated by 
Ernest Fenollosa and fini shed by Ezra Pound,' I have 
invented a form of drama, distinguished, indirect, and 
symbolic, and having no need of mob 01' Press to pay its 
way--an aristocratic form. l 

This form, either wholly or partly, was ad optied in about half of 

Yeats's plays written since 1916. Not to mention the other three plays 

for dancers, The Cat and the Moon (1926l and Resurrection (1931) preserve 

the form with little change. A Full Moon in March (1935) and The King of 

the Great Clock Tower (1935) are regarded as a variation of the form. 

Even in his last play, The Death of Cuchulain (1939), Yeats reverts to 

the form, though not completely. 

We have seen that the form is modelled on the Noh conventions, 

especially on the essentials: masks, dance, and chorus. Among these the 

chorus plays the greatest part in Yeats's creation of his "aristocratic 

form"; the chorus ~ function, which includes the folding and unfolding of 

I"Noble Plays", E. and I. , p. 221. 

56 
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a black cloth, is mainly pertormed by the three musicians. Yeats's use 

of the musicians was inspired by the poetically narrative and descriptive 

Noh texts. But, unlike the completely lyrical Noh, Yeats's plays contain 

both lyrical and dramatic aspects, the one complementing the other. The 

musicians, together with the dance and masks in Yeats's plays, help to 

breed an appropriate atmosphere, but Yeats, for all the Noh influence, 

observes a Western theatrical convention - the presentation of a theme 

through characters in conflict. None of Yeats' se:x:,periments reflects any 

instance of his imitating the structure peculiar to the Noh: the re

creation or the protagonist's past experience. 

Yeats justly finds that the Noh, in most cases, communicates the 

elegant, the subb.le, and the noble rather than the actual. Yeats, who had 

long aimed at revealing "unseen realities", imitates and adopts the Noh 

symbolism. The above comparisons, however, have shown that Yeats's poetic 

dramas are less lyrical and natural, more dramatic and intellectual, than 

the Noh. But compared with the realists of modern theatre, Yeats is unique 

in his lifelong zeal for poetic drama. Throughout his dramatic career, 

he rejected the description of the surface of life. In 193'1 he writes: 

I would have poetry turn its back upon all that modish 
curiosit2" psychology - the poetic theme has always been 
present. 

In the arena of modern drama, Yeats's plays stand apart as poetic 

and esoteric. They keep their ttdistance from life"; they are symbolio 

and lead us to "a world inward and fanciful and sPiritual,,3 which the 

2ttAn Introduction for my Plays", E. and I. t p. 530.

3Ronald Peacock, The Poet in the Theatre. (New York, 1946), P. 120.
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modern realistic stage cannot penetrate. 

"'Whatever we lose in mass and in power we should recover in elegance 

and subtlety,,;4 in such statements, Yeats established the importance of 

ritual in the modern theatre. tf\Vith the help of Japanese plays1t he pro

duced dramas for a small group of people who could understand his poetry, 

and compared himself to the Noh playwrights at the Shogun Court. 5 Yeats's 

spiritual search for artistic completion, his early inclination to lyrics 

and folk literature, his revolt against realism and his zeal for tradit

ion - all these helped him to find the Noh a noble "accomplishment1t• 

Yeats's desire to see a Noh performance in Japan was not realized. 6 

I wish he could have seen one, because I think he would have realized the 

fundamental difference between his experiments and the traditional Noh. 

For Yeats's themes cannot be developed in the Noh structure. The Noh, as 

far as Yeats was informed about it, did not convert Yeats from his treat

ment of themes, antithetical and metaphysical; but the Noh made it possible 

for Yeats to create a form. of drama in which his modern, but not "modish", 

themes could be expressed. Yeats ealls The Dream.ing of the Bones "my Noh 

plaY",7 but that Noh influence did not produce a Western Noh playwright; 

Yeats is too modern and personal to be a mere imitator. His modernity 

and individuality are at the same time factors in his modelling of the 

4ttNote on A.H.W.", P. and C., p. 418. 

5Letters of Yeats, ad. Wade, p. 610. 

6In 1920 Yeats expressed the desire to see the Noh in Japan. See 
his interview in San hancisco with Mr. T. Shimizu reported in "Yeats and 
the Noh" in the Chuo-Koron (Tokyo, NlSrcb., 1939),PP.395-ltOO. 

7Letters of Yeats, ad. Wade, p. 631. 



.59 

Noh. The primary difference between the Noh and Yeats rests in the 

individuality of a poet who "was faced with the modern problem, that is, 

of living in a society in wh~ch men are no longer supported by tradition 

8without being aware of it tt And the Noh is essentially of "all ancient• 

peoples who, like the old Irish, had a nature more lyrical than dramatic".9 

Bvl. H. Auden, "Yeats As an Example", The Kenyon Critics, 
ad. J. C. Ransom (Cleveland, 1951), p. 111. 

9ttThe Celtic Element in Literature" (1897), E. and I. t p. 182. 
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