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Cordelia’s Lips
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Abstract: Among various features discernible in Noh-opera, nothing seems to me more
impressive than the rhythm and tone of Utai (songs and chorus ),—so I believed when I
saw the recent re-production of Noh-King Lear. In the original King Lear, the word
‘nothing’ is often repeated, starting from the famous line “Nothing, my lord” by Cordelia,
and then Lear’s fearful reply, “Nothing will come of nothing.” The play, however, goes far
beyond the region of nothingness, and that seems to be the very point which Noh-King Lear
aims at. Coming to the last climax, Lear sees a faint sign of life in Cordelia’s lips, and cries,
“Look on her,——look, her lips,——What is’t thou say’st?” (from Noh-King Lear, translated
by Kuniyoshi Ueda) Lear confidentially speaks to his daughter, and this is a crucial
moment of Lear’s passing into another world to meet his beloved daughter there. On the
other hand, Shakespeare’s Lear calls the others around him as if to confirm Cordelia’s life
resurrected through their observation, saying, “Look on her, look, her lips, Look there, look
there!” Lear, then, falls with no assurance of the truth in Cordelia’s lips. The difference of
the two cases above is quite clear. In Noh-King Lear, again, Lear finally meets his dead
daughter in bliss, and such is a great human joy and happiness expressed fully with the
fantastic Noh-dance and song, and unparalleled music.
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“Look on her: look, her lips, Look there, look there!”
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