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Kiyotsune’s Personality

As far as the Noh play Kiyotsune is concerned, there is no mention of his
background. However, he is popularly known in the Muromachi period by the original
source of the play, Heike Monogatari, a military chronicle recited by biwa hoshi.
Zeami writes in Sando how Heike Monogatari should be cited in Noh plays:

Should the source of the character central to the play be a famous Heike
or Genji warrior, the play should be always composed in accord with the

accounts given in The Tale of the Heike.

In order to consider his character it is as well to begin with Kiyotsune’s episode

included in Heike Monogatari, Chapter 8, “Dazaifu-ochi”:

Shigemori’'s third son, Middle Captain Kiyotsune, had always had a
tendency to brood. “Genji attackers drove us out of the capital, and
Koreyoshi expelled us from Chinzei,” he said to himself. “We are like

fish in a net: there is no escape no matter where we go. What chance do
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I have of living out my life?” He composed his mind in the moonlight,
went to the side of the boat's cabin, played a melody on his flute, and
chanted a roei. Then he intoned a sutra in a low voice, murmured some
Buddha-invocations, and sank beneath the sea. Men and women alike

wept and lamented, but to no avail.2

It describes Kiyotsune as a man who has “a tendency to brood” or in other words, “a
man of sensitive and meditative nature™ or, he is “a man who took things to heart”4
This “tendency to brood” must have been acquired from his experiences, but also at
least partially inherited as well. Consequently, it is worth pausing at this point to
consider Kiyotsune's family background.

Kiyotsune was born in 1163 as the third son of Lord Komatsu, Kiyomori’s eldest
son Shigemori. Shigemori was known as a righteous, merciful and refined man and
he tried to restrain his father’s policy of violence.5 He had struggled with concern for

his father’s rebellious conduct.

How grievous that | must instantly forget my father’s kindnesses, which
tower higher than the eighty-thousand-league summit of Mount Sumeru,
in order to render loyal service to my lord! How painful that I must
become a disloyal traitor to my lord in order to avoid the sin of unfilial
conduct! No course is open to me; no choice between right and wrong is

possible. In the end, it seems best simply to ask you to take my head.6

He died of disease in 1179; however, he had prayed for his own death at Kumano
Shrine, taking a pessimistic view of the Heike. It is believed that his prayers had
brought about his death. Very little is known about Kiyotsune’s mother. However,
she was a daughter of Fujiwara-no-lenari, a member of the strongest nobles in the
Heian period.” As a son of Shigemori, Kiyotsune must have inherited a meditative
and pessimistic personality from him. Also, his nobleness and artistic aspects may be
explicable by his mother’s noble parentage.

Moreover, looking at Kiyotsune’'s brothers may serve as confirming evidence for
understanding his personality. It is said that Shigemori, blessed with an exquisite

taste for the elegant and the poetic, planted a grove of cherry trees and built his
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mansion there, so that it was freshly arrayed in blossoms with each spring.8 “Loath
to see the flowers scatter after a mere seven days, he offered a petition to the Sun
Goddess, and virtuous sovereign on the throne had inspired the goddess to display her
powers.” As may be imagined from the episode above, the beautiful cherry blossoms
could be seen by his sons. Needless to say, such an aesthetic environment would have
a great effect on children.

Kiyotsune's eldest brother Koremori was a beautiful young man often compared
with Hikaru Genji.10 He fled without fighting in October 1180 at Fuji River,
frightened by the sudden sound of numerous ducks flying up at night. He said in

tears:

“Like the Himalayan bird, | am constantly thinking, ‘Today! Tomorrow! '”
Blackened by salt winds and emaciated by incessant worry, he little
resembled his former self, but even now he was handsomer than other

men.1t

Then he became a monk and finally drowned himself after leaving Yashima to visit the
Kumano Shrine in 1184.12 His next brother Sukemori was renowned as a lover of
Kenreimonin-no-Ukyonodaibu,t3 and a good harp player and singer. He was also
good at making poems and some of them are in Shin-Chokusen-Wakashu, New
Imperial Collection, and Fuga-Wakashu, Collection of Elegancel4 He died in 1185 in
a fierce battle at Dannoura.15

Considering the fact that the Komatsu family tended to have such pessimistic and
artistic aspects in their nature, it should come as no surprise to find that Kiyotsune’s

personal traits have been molded by his family. Masako Shirasu states that:

Among his clan, he must have been a weak, unprepossessing person
rather than a warrior. Although Shigemori had many sons, Koremori
being the most well-known, none of them rendered distinguished services.

It could be said that this weakness is a trait of the Komatsu family.16

Before his death, Kiyotsune “composed his mind in the moonlight, went to the side

of the boat’s cabin, played a melody on his flute, and chanted a roei” This
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performance symbolizes his noble, sensitive personality, and it even gives us a glimpse
of his narcissistic character. In conclusion, it is by now clear that his family
background had a great effect on his personality and led him to the pessimistic ideas of
life.

The Fate of the Heike and Bushido

Related in the same way as Kiyotsune’s family background is the environment in
which he passed his youth. Since the Heike reached the height of its prosperity when
Kiyotsune was born, it can be inferred that Kiyotsune was brought up and lived an
aristocratic life rather than the steady life of regular warriors. The Heike clan had an
absolutely gorgeous life in Kyoto as the strongest nobles since his grandfather
Kiyomori was promoted to a higher court rank in 1160 during the Hogen era.l” Heike

Monogatari depicts their golden age as follows:

Since the Japanese islands contain only sixty-six provinces, the Heike
controlled half of them with their more than thirty governorships. They
also possessed innumerable private estates and agricultural fields.
Their halls, thronged with carriages and horses, were veritable
marketplaces. it seemed there was no greater splendor to be found

even in the palaces of the reigning sovereign and the Retired Emperor.18

The Heike had lived an aristocratic life, regardless of whether they were warriors
at first, whose values were anecdotes of fortitude and bravery. The coup d'etat that
suspended Goshirakawa’s insei 19 was effected in 1179, when Kiyotsune was 16 years
old. Then in 1180, Minamoto no Yoritomo raised his forces in the eastern districts
against the Heike. Kiyomori died from disease in February, 1181. Then the Heike
fled to Fukuhara with the boy Emperor and his mother. From Fukuhara the Heike
sailed to Dazaifu in Kyushu. Finally, Kyoto was occupied by the Genji in July, 1183.
Kiyotsune threw himself overboard and was drowned on October 20th, 1183.20 He was
only 20 years old. Accordingly, it could be said that the Geniji's subsequent attacks

changed Kiyotsune’s life suddenly and piteously.
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In the Noh play Kiyotsune, Zeami describes Kiyotsune's situation and emotion

when he is driven into a corner by the Geniji as follows:

Life is an ever-changing dream,

And those who once in the Hogen era
Rioted like flowers in spring,

Now, in the Juei autumn,

Alas, are scattered

Like sere and yellow leaves

Over the waves,

Each leaf, a boat.

Snowy-crested billows

Urged by the autumn wind from Yanagi
Are like a pursuing host.

A glimpse of herons caught

Amidst the distant pines

Makes their spirit quail,

Thinking they might be

The snow-white pennants of the Genji host. 2

The Hogen spring when the Heike had been taking over the political ascendancy,
contrasts apparently with the Juei autumn. How helpless to float on a boat which
shows their insecure position! He must have felt a view of life as something
changeable. Moreover, his pessimistic personality must have furthered his despair.
Among many young Heike clansmen who fought bravely for their clan are
Atsumori and Tomoakira. Atsumori is one of the famous Heike clansmen known as a
brave young warrior who had a single combat against Kumagai Jiro Naozane at
Ichinotani in 1183. He was only 17 years old when he was killed.22  Another warrior
is Tomoakira. He died for his father Tomomori at Ichinotani as well. In Heike

Monogatari it was described as below:

“Tomoakira did a noble deed when he gave his life for his father,”

Munemori said. “He was a fine commander-in-Chief, able and
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courageous. He and Kiyomune were just the same age—sixteen this
year.” He glanced with tear-filled eyes at his son, Gate Guards
Commander Kiyomune, and all the rows of Heike samurai wept until

their sleeves were drenched, the sensitive and the insensitive alike.23

These two young warriors illustrate what it was like to live and die as honorable
warriors. What was an honorable warrior like in those days? Inazo Nitobe describes
in his book, Bushido:

Bu-shi-do means literally Military-Knight-Ways — the ways which
fighting nobles should observe in their daily life as well as in their
vocation; in a word, the “Precepts of Knighthood,” the noblesse oblige of

the warrior class.24

And “Bushido held that the interest of the family and of the members thereof is intact,
—one and inseparable”.25 It seems reasonable to suppose that these two young deaths
are in accordance with Bushido; a well-known warrior in Edo period named Shihei

Hayashi says:

Rectitude is the power of deciding upon a certain course of conduct in
accordance with reason, without wavering;—to die when it is right to die,

to strike when to strike is right.2

On the other hand, how do we judge Kiyotsune’'s death? In the Noh play
Kiyotsune, his servant, Awazu-no-Saburo, a fictitious character, tells Kiyotsune's wife

in Kyoto about his death:

Yes, my lady, he has come safely through the recent battles in Tsukushi.
But since his way to Miyako was cut off, my lord thought to put an end to
his life rather than lose it at the hands of nameless soldiery no better than
wayside weeds and while we were off the coast of Yanagi in Buzen

Province, late one moonlit night, he leapt overboard and was drowned.2”
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In the Edo period, this play was disliked because the people resented him, reproaching
that “how can a bushi drown himself in front of his enemies?’28  As far as the servant’s
words are concerned, Kiyotsune's death seems noble since he avoids dying miserably,
but it is against Bushido since “death for a cause unworthy of dying for, was called ‘a
dog’s death2®” and “for a true samurai to hasten death or to court it, was alike
cowardice. This, then, was Bushido teaching—Scar and face all calamities and
adversities with patience and a pure conscience”.3 If he wanted to be noble as a
warrior, he should have fought however difficult the situation was. Consequently, it

could be said that Kiyotsune's death is noble but not observed by Bushido.

Kiyotsune’s Faith in Buddhism

In the Noh play Kiyotsune, he expresses his great despair towards the future after
the seven-day worship at Usa Hachiman, which had been greatly honored by the

Imperial family, and hearing a divine voice solemnly recite:

“No power hath the God of Usa
To change man’s hateful fate on earth!

What serves it then to urge Him further?s:

As may be imagined from the passage cited above, their depression when they hear the
oracle is too hard to withstand. In Kiyotsune, it is depicted in a poem by

Fujiwara-no-Shunzei included in Senzaishu, Collection of a Thousand Years.

“Now the last hope
Grows faint as insects’ dying song;

Forlorn indeed is autumn’s eve!” 32

In the beginning of the play, just as Awazu-no-Saburo states the season is late autumn,
which symbolizes the Heike's adversity33, so too “Insects’ dying song” and “autumn’s
eve” metaphorically emphasize the pitiful fate of the Heike.

Kiyotsune himself takes this oracle deep in his mind no less than the other people

-72-



Hatae Mika A Study of Life and Death in Noh Play Kiyotsune

with him. However, he might take it more seriously through the agency of his
pessimistic personality and aristocratic weakness.  According to Tatsusaburo

Hayashiya’s exposition, he says:

What motivated Kiyotsune the most to commit suicide by throwing
himself into the sea was the fact the Gods gave up on the Heike.
Therefore, the oracle from Usa Hachiman Shrine was very significant for

this Noh play Kiyotsune. 34

He ponders Hachiman’s fateful words deeply and is possessed by the single thought

that the God will never take the side of the Heike for their extravagance.

| feel ‘twould be but foolishness

To save the dew-drop of my foredoomed life 35

At this point, he has come to the peak of his depression. He realizes that he cannot
escape any further. Despite the fact that many of the Heike clansmen have fought to
the end, he is not able to endure this situation any longer.

In the preceding section, Atsumori and Tomoakira’s deaths, which | identified as
respectable warriors' deaths, have a bearing on Shintoism. Nitobe expounds

Buddhism and Shintoism that gave a great influence on Bushido:

It furnished a sense of calm trust in Fate, a quiet submission to the
inevitable, that stoic composure in sight of danger or calamity, that
disdain of life and friendliness with death. What Buddhism failed to
give, Shintoism offered in abundance. Such loyalty to the sovereign,
such reverence for ancestral memory, and such filial piety as are not
taught by any other creed, were inculcated by the Shinto doctrines,

imparting passivity to the otherwise arrogant character of the samurai ¢

It is clear that young Atsumori and Tomoakira have devoted themselves to loyalty to
the Heike, as observed by Shintoism, while Kiyotsune has dedicated himself to

Buddhism37, which emphasizes the sorrow of the present world and rejects its
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transient pleasures. It stresses karma and encourages one to seek enlightenment by
renouncing the world.38

In Kiyotsune's time, the Heian period in the 12t century, the Jodo sect3® of
Buddhism had widely spread all over Japan. Their main philosophy was mujo, a view
of life as something transient and empty. The beginning of Heike Monogatari

portrays this view of mujo as follows:

The sound of the Gion Shéja bells echoes the impermanence of all things;
the color of the sala flowers reveals the truth that the prosperous must
decline. The proud do not endure, they are like a dream on a spring night;

the mighty fall at last, they are as dust before the wind. 4°

It is natural to assume that Kiyotsune's idea of life and death partly comes from the
idea of mujo taught in the Jodo sect of Buddhism. For him, “a life is as dust before the
wind”. Now he knows that “all existences and phenomena in this world are changing
constantly and do not remain the same for even a single moment. Everything has to
die or end someday in its future, and such a prospect is the very cause of suffering”!.

And the phrases he chanted below show his last awareness of life and death:

Once fallen in the pit
The selfsame grievous lot

Awaits all men.2

Meanwhile, Buddha teaches a similar idea about life:

Times of luxury do not last long, but pass away very quickly;

Nothing in this world can be enjoyed forever+

Suffice it to say here that Kiyotsune’s ideas of life and death have reached to the
teaching of Buddha. Eventually he threw himself into the sea, chanting ten prayers
of Amida. This chanting section is not included in Heike Monogatari, nor in Genpei
Seisui-ki#4 but it is Zeami’'s creation. ltaru Nakamura describes about this creation

as below:
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The one reason why Zeami created such a battle scene in the hell as a
form of shurain the end, which is not in the original text, is probably that
it is needed to form a dramatization as a shura-mono. On the other
hand, it is a figure of Kiyotsune's inner world as a philosophical
intellectual warrior and we must not overlook that it also forms a part of
a psychological drama.+5

In the last part of the play, the intensity of feeling of Kiyotsune is gathering
momentum. He is fascinated with the power to ensure immediate rebirth into the
Western Paradise by repeating the prayers. Reaching the climax of the play,
Kiyotsune's vigorous dance and songs embody that he is finally purified from all the
sins.

Kiyotsune, the ‘Pure’-hearted,
Kiyotsune, the ‘Pure’-hearted
Now enters the Western Paradise.

Praised be Amidal4é

As may be gathered from this section, Kiyotsune’s profound faith to Buddhism has
guided him to the Western Paradise. He wants to be noble not as a part of the Heike
but as a man who deeply embraces Buddhism. He is rather a noble, sensitive and
devout young man than a bellicose and rough-natured man like most of the other
Heike clansmen.

Zeami depicted the currents the most efficiently in Kiyotsune and it is also notable
that Heike Monogatari was a chronicle, but the central theme of the play is changed
into an intricate psychological and philosophical human drama by this great
playwright. On the basis of his character, experiences and his belief in Buddhism, it
can be concluded that these aspects lead him to the ideas of life and death: “our life is

but a travail and I can quit this world without regret.” 47
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