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A Study on the Musical Aspects of New Noh Plays
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Abstract: Since the Meiji period, many shinsaku noh (new noh plays) have been written,
but performances of newly created noh plays are still so sporadic that it is uncertain
whether any of them will remain in the repertory. Nevertheless, the importance attached
to shinsaku noh is evident from the ninth annual “Nohgaku Seminar” hosted by Hosei
University in 2004 entitled “Shinsaku noh wo kangaeru” (Considering Newly Composed
Noh Plays), and the growing repertoire of English noh plays by the English-language
noh troupe, Theatre Nohgaku (TN), which has come to represent a nexus of West and

East, embodying the transnationalism that has come to mark modern noh.
Many of the English and Japanese contemporary noh plays address the

problems and situations encountered in today’s society, displaying the creativity of the
artists who challenge and stretch the musical, structural, and textual limits and
boundaries of traditional noh. This thesis investigates the musical aspects of
contemporary noh plays, considering the degree of continuity in the musical tradition
evidenced by the contributions of nohkan (noh flute) players and a composer, in three
contemporary noh adaptations of W.B. Yeats’ At the Hawk’s Well: (1) Yokomichi Mario’s
Takahime (The Hawk Princess) (1998); (2) Yokomichi Mario’s Taka no Izumi (At the
Hawk’s Well) (2004); and (3) the English noh production of At the Hawk’s Well (2002) by
TN. This continuity is considered through analysis of the overall structure of each play,
interviews with the performers and composer, video compendium, utaibon (chant books),
and tetsuke (musical “scores”) of the performances.

This study 1s divided into four main chapters. Each chapter, except for the last,
analyzes one of the above shinsaku noh in three areas: (1) historical background; (2)
musical construction such as newly composed materials and innovations; and (3)
melodies, role, and improvisations of the nohkan. The last chapter concludes by
highlighting the similarities and differences among the three plays. These analyses

demonstrate that the traditions of musical style and usage remain vastly influential over
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contemporary noh composition and performance practice. Nohkan music in
contemporary Noh theatre does not depart in any significant way from traditional forms,
content, and usage. The few variations noted would seem to reflect the personalities and
preferences of individual musicians and composers rather than represent an iconoclastic
movement to break with past traditions.

Keywords: Shinsaku noh (new noh plays), W.B. Yeats, At the Hawk’s Well,
Yokomichi Mario, Takahime, Taka no Izumi, English noh
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