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Munakata Kuniyoshi’'s Noh Henry V
Interpretation and Appreciation
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1. Henry V as a Popular Shakespearean Play

Among Shakespeare’s plays, works such as Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth, and A
Midsummer Night'’s Dream are particularly popular in Britain.

The popularity of Macbeth may come as a surprise to Japanese people. One reason is
that it is often taught in British schools. It is relatively short, and its plot is easy to
follow. Three witches appear and tell Macbeth, “You will become king.” From that
point on, the story moves through ambition, murder, kingship, fear, further murder,
and finally collapse. It is easy for students to understand. Moreover, Macbeth is fun to
perform. In a classroom, for example, one might ask, “Who should we choose to play
the three witches?” It would probably be a mistake to choose students who look like
obvious witches. The combination of the three performers also matters. If the teacher
says, “Should Macbeth be Nobita—or perhaps Suneo?” the students will become
excited. The scene in which Lady Macbeth tries to wash the blood from her hands can
also be performed simply through the gesture of touching water. Some students may
even reveal unexpected talents. From the perspective of school education as well, the
theme of how a person who seeks power gradually destroys himself is one worth
thinking about. Among Shakespeare’s history plays, Richard III, Henry IV, Part 1, and
Henry Vcan also be counted among the popular works. The appeal of Richard III lies
above all in the extraordinary force of the character Richard himself. At the beginning
of the play, Richard announces to the audience that he is going to be the villain. From
that moment on, the audience watches his actions while already knowing what evil

deeds he intends to commit. Richard is intelligent, eloquent, and humorous. Queens
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and kings fall one after another into his traps. There i1s a particular pleasure in
watching this process unfold onstage. Before they realize it, the audience has been
made into Richard’s “accomplices.” In Henry IV, the presence of Falstaff is of enormous
importance. Although it is a history play, it also possesses a powerful appeal as
comedy. And then there is Henry V. Henry Vis a history play centered on Henry V,
King of England in the early fifteenth century. Henry claims his right to the French
throne and leads his army into France. In 1415, at the Battle of Agincourt, he leads
the numerically outmatched English army to victory. He subsequently marries
Catherine, daughter of Charles VI, King of France. Because the play depicts Henry’s
success as King of England and his military victories in France, it may at first appear
to be a story of glorious victories achieved by a great king. But is that really what it is?

2. Why Does Munakata Kuniyoshi Take Up Henry VNow?

Looking back at history, what was gained through Henry V’s victories did not last
forever. Henry himself died young in 1422, and after his death England gradually lost

its territories in France.

Seen in this light, Shakespeare’s Henry Vis not simply a heroic story. It raises
questions such as: What makes a good king? Is victory in war truly a form of glory?
When watching Munakata Kuniyoshi’'s NohA Henry V, 1 would like to keep these two
questions in mind. The first is: What makes a good king? The second is: Is victory in
war really glorious? These are not irrelevant questions when we think about
contemporary politics. What kind of person is a political leader who behaves like a
king? What does it mean to be a strong leader? Does a leader truly become enveloped
in glory by winning a war? As we watch Henry V, I would like to consider the question
of what makes a good king. “Those Who Shed Blood with the King Are Brothers”
Henry possesses words that connect king and soldier as human beings.

In Munakata’s NoA Henry V, the following words are given to the soldiers as a song:

“Those who shed blood with the king are brothers.”

These words are based on the famous speech in Act IV, Scene 3 of Shakespeare’s
original:

We few, we happy few, we band of brothers; For he to-day that sheds his blood with
me Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile, This day shall gentle his condition;

In essence, the passage means:

“We are the few, the happy few, a band of brothers. Anyone who sheds blood with me
today shall be my brother, no matter how low his social standing. This day shall raise

his condition.”
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Henry tells his soldiers, in effect, “You are my companions; you are one of us.”

These words attempt to overcome the difference in social status separating king and
soldier through their shared experience of shedding blood on the battlefield. Herein
lies part of Henry’s appeal as a king. At the same time, however, something must not
be forgotten. The very king who speaks these words is also the person who has decided
to wage the war. To call his soldiers “brothers” and to send them onto the battlefield:

these two things cannot easily be reconciled.

The Burden of Being King
There is another important scene. On the night before the Battle of Agincourt, Henry

disguises himself as a soldier, walks through the camp, and speaks with his men.
When he is alone, he reflects on the burden of being king. Shakespeare writes: Every

subject's duty 1s the king's; but every subject’s soul 1s his own.

In other words: “Every subject’s duty is the responsibility of the king. But every
subject’s soul belongs to that person alone.” In Munakata’s NohA Henry V, this issue is

condensed into even simpler words:

“Everything is the king’s responsibility, for he is the ruler of the nation. Every soldier’s
life, and all of their families—everything. Everything is the king’s responsibility. He
must bear it all. Is that not what it means to be a king?” These words encapsulate the
nature of the king’s responsibility. Being a good king does not simply mean being
strong or winning wars. Soldiers die as a result of the king’s decisions. Those soldiers
have families. The lives of those families are also changed by the king’s decisions.

Is a king, then, someone who must bear that responsibility? Shakespeare portrays
Henry both as a great leader who unites his people and as a man who makes the
decision to wage war and bears responsibility for the deaths of many people. This is

precisely why Henry Vis not simply a heroic story.

What Remains After Victory?

Henry wins the war and secures a marriage with the French princess. Yet these
achievements do not last long. After Henry’s death, England gradually loses its
territories in France. Here lies the irony of this history play. The glory and territory
gained through war are eventually lost. If so, what was the victory in war really
worth? What was gained? And what was lost? These questions are by no means remote
from those of us living today.

In 2026, as we consider the war and international situation surrounding Iran, we
cannot help but ask whether winning a war and making a nation’s people happy are
really the same thing.Those who watch Munakata Kuniyoshi’s Noh Henry Vwill
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inevitably think about contemporary political leadership and the responsibilities of
leaders while remaining conscious of Shakespeare’s portrayal of war and kingship. At
the same time, they will be led to consider why Munakata transformed this work into
a Noh play and what his interpretation means.Is that not one of the reasons why it is
meaningful to watch NohA Henry Vtoday?

3. The Spirit of Postwar Intellectuals: Munakata Kuniyoshi’s Unyielding Spirit
At this point, I would like to turn our attention to Munakata Kuniyoshi himself.

In 1946, only four months after Japan’s defeat in World War II, Iwanami Shoten
launched the magazine Sekar. In the inaugural issue, its statement of purpose
included the following words: “Now we must take the first step toward building a
powerful cultural nation. Culture is not merely something to be enjoyed. Its essence
lies in morality, and its life lies in creation. The authority and independence of this
culture must be vigorously restored.” The words “culture is not merely something to be
enjoyed” may also be important when considering Munakata Kuniyoshi’s Shakespeare.
Munakata does not simply appreciate Shakespeare’s works. Instead, he rereads them
through the form of Noh, one of Japan’s traditional performing arts, and creates new
Noh plays. There is in this an attitude that seeks not merely to preserve works as
things belonging to the past, but to reconsider them as questions that remain alive in
the present. Munakata Kuniyoshi’s Shakespeare is not merely an object of
“enjoyment.” It is a creative endeavor that asks us, in the present, what war is, what
power is, and what responsibility a leader bears. And at the foundation of this creative
work, I sense a strong desire that we must never repeat war. Henry Vis a story about
a king who achieves victory. Yet when we look at what that king carries upon his
shoulders, there is a weight that cannot be expressed simply in terms of victory. What
is a king? What makes a good king? What does it mean to win a war?

Munakata Kuniyoshi’s Noh Henry Vbrings Shakespeare’s questions, posed more than

four hundred years ago, into the present in which we live.
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