
 

 

 

 

 

Choreographies of Eccentricity: Madness, Dance, and Gender in Medieval Noh Theater 

 

Hana Lethen 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 
under the Executive Committee 

of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 
 
 
 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY 
 
 

2026



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

© 2026 

Hana Lethen 

All Rights Reserved



 

Abstract 

Choreographies of Eccentricity: Madness, Dance, and Gender in Medieval Noh Theater 

Hana Lethen 

In this dissertation, I explore noh’s “madness plays” (monogurui nō), a genre spotlighting 

mad figures—especially madwomen—and first popularized in the Muromachi period (1336–

1573). How, I ask, did medieval noh’s theatrical techniques give form to distinctly unwieldy 

bodies in this genre? Restaging earlier notions of madness (kurui) as a product of spirit 

possession, such plays depict madness as a condition that emerges from gendered social 

stressors such as being separated from one’s child or lover. In contrast to modern psychiatric 

conceptions of madness as an illness confined within a physical or mental interior, madness 

plays dramatize how madness in premodern Japan occurred on the plane of the moving body, 

with “madness” often extending to denote the act of dance. 

Each of the dissertation’s four body chapters approaches the entanglement of madness, 

dance, and gender from a different vantage point, asking what kurui makes possible in the realm 

of plays and beyond. Chapter One, “Mastering Excess: Zeami and the Gendered Aesthetics of 

Madness,” traces the development of noh’s stagings of madness by way of the playwright and 

theorist Zeami’s (c. 1363–c. 1443) performance treatises. I contend that Zeami’s treatises 

articulate the aesthetics of madness in dialogue with certain elements of theatrical excess 

prevalent in noh of the time, gesturing to the dynamism of medieval noh’s performance styles 

and repertoire. Chapter Two, “Self-Possessed: The Performance of Madness as Metatheater,” 

examines how noh plays staged an emergent identification of eccentric behavior with 

emotionally driven performance rather than with the more conventional notion of spirit 

possession. I argue that the transformation can be understood as a reconfiguration of 



 

metatheater—elements of the theatrical experience that bring attention to theater as theater—that 

reveals how medieval modes of spectatorship differed from our own. In Chapter Three, 

“Eccentric Types: The Theatrical Construction of Hōka Entertainers,” I investigate the culturally 

specific models of personhood that inform noh’s recurrent figures of half-monk, half-lay 

entertainers called hōka, illustrating how they endow hōka with a distinct gender and eccentricity. 

I thereby demonstrate the importance of treating such figures explicitly as dramatic characters, 

rather than as transparent reflections of historical persons. Approaching the relationship 

between madness and performance in a more worldly context, Chapter Four, “Itinerant Bodies: 

Madwomen, Human Trafficking, and the Politics of Movement,” examines madness plays’ 

gendered dynamics of human trafficking. In several plays that spotlight a mad mother searching 

for a son taken by human traffickers, the madwoman’s portrayal as an itinerant dancer of the 

periphery discloses the displacement and exchange of bodies as aesthetically fundamental to the 

madness genre. 

Throughout, I argue that noh’s seemingly contradictory assignment of strict conventions 

to the representation of the inherently disorderly condition of kurui reveals how conceptions of 

madness necessarily invoke the standard of a privileged ordering of experience, even as they 

index anxieties around that which disrupts this order. Moreover, I emphasize noh’s status as 

dance-drama as a means of illuminating the cultural contingency of madness and the gendered 

body. Accordingly, I show the importance of taking performance seriously as an embodied 

system of knowledge that offers insights obscured in textual and documentary archives. Finally, 

I reveal noh’s aesthetic and institutional formation from out of the nexus of culture, politics, and 

society. In so doing, I show that noh’s current status as canonized “traditional Japanese theater” 

was by no means assured from its inception. 
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“We are not dealing with the same madmen.” 

    —Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge1 
 

 

 

Introduction: Moving Between Madnesses 

 

Noh performances today begin out of sight of the audience, in a small backstage alcove 

called the “mirror room” (kagami no ma). Seated before a mirror, the performer of the play’s 

primary role, the shite, dons that character’s mask. Let us say the play in question is Hyakuman, 

whose primary character is a mother who, separated from her young son, goes mad and ends up 

dancing at a temple festival. The mask is the fukai mask, that of a woman whose smooth white 

skin is interrupted only by small dimples that convey her middle age. Lips slightly parted in 

neither smile nor frown and eyes slightly downcast, the face is of a woman not yet elderly but 

who has experienced her share of joy and sorrow. The performer peers through the mask’s 

minuscule eye-holes at the reflection in the mirror, from whence the madwoman gazes back. 

Outfitted in robes and a tall eboshi hat signaling the madwoman’s status as a dancer, the 

performer takes in hand a sprig of bamboo grass, the characteristic prop of noh’s mad roles. It 

quivers slightly as the performer glides toward the opening to the bridgeway (hashigakari) that 

connects to the stage. The performer’s white cloth tabi-clad feet slide noiselessly atop the 

polished wooden flooring. In this walking style—called suriashi or hakobi—that forms the basis 

for movement in noh, each step is a precise calibration of tension through the sole of the foot 

and relaxation of the toes, which rise ever so slightly at the end of each slide. With these 

 
1 Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (Tavistock Publications, 1972; 
repr., Routledge, 2002), 35.  
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measured steps, combined with a constant slight bend in the knees and an immovable upper 

body whose weight is rooted in the hips, the performer appears to glide, ghostlike, out of the 

wing and across the surface of the stage. 

 To the unfamiliar spectator, Hyakuman’s titular madwoman is not likely to seem very 

mad at all. After all, modern noh’s utterly controlled movement and austere choreography seem 

intuitively at odds with the disorder and abandon of madness. What should we make of this 

extremely controlled mediation of a state supposedly characterized by lack of control? One 

response lies in the cultivation of an attunement to noh’s theatrical apparatus and what it 

conveys. Aberrant musical rhythms, increased tempos of music and dance, and intensifications 

of gesture in the performance of madness are all elements that come into focus once one 

establishes a basic competence in noh’s performance language, many aspects of which defy the 

comparatively more mimetic and emotionally effusive styles of genres like opera, ballet, or 

musical theater. Another response lies in accounting for how noh has changed since its 

beginnings in the fourteenth century: in contrast to its rarefied atmosphere and weighty dignity 

seen as a symbol of traditional Japanese culture today, medieval noh performances were faster-

paced, more mimetic, and more tolerant of outright spectacle, enjoyed by boisterous crowds of 

society’s high and low. Finally, there is the question of madness, of central concern for this 

dissertation. In what sense is Hyakuman “mad”? Was madness perhaps conceptualized 

differently in medieval Japan, such that noh’s madwoman was more intelligible as mad to 

audiences of the time?  

In this dissertation, I set out to explore these questions, focusing on the intertwining of 

madness in medieval Japan with movement, the dancing body, and the institutions of theater 

itself. I situate my queries within noh’s “madness plays” (monogurui nō 物狂能), a genre 
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spotlighting mad figures—especially madwomen—and first popularized in the Muromachi 

period (1336–1573).2 How, I ask, did medieval noh’s theatrical techniques give form to distinctly 

unwieldy bodies in this genre? Restaging earlier notions of madness (kurui 狂い) as a product of 

spirit possession, many such plays depict madness as a condition that emerges from gendered 

social stressors such as being separated from one’s child or lover. In contrast to modern 

psychiatric conceptions of madness as an illness confined within a physical or mental interior, 

madness plays dramatize how kurui in premodern Japan occurred on the plane of the moving 

body, with kurui often extending to denote the act of dance. 

By charting kurui’s inseparability from the eccentric movements of the mad and their 

spectatorship, I ask what kurui, in its various guises, makes possible in the realm of plays and 

beyond. To these ends, I consider how kurui in noh transforms and genders bodies, pronounces 

and essentializes difference, and elevates the outcast premodern performer as a purveyor of high 

culture. I argue that noh’s seemingly contradictory assignment of strict conventions to the 

representation of the inherently disorderly condition of kurui reveals how conceptions of 

madness necessarily invoke the standard of a privileged ordering of experience, even as they 

index anxieties around that which disrupts this order. Moreover, I emphasize noh’s status as 

dance-drama as a means of illuminating the cultural contingency of madness and the gendered 

body. Accordingly, I show the importance of taking performance seriously as an embodied 

system of knowledge that offers insights obscured in textual and documentary archives. Finally, 

I reveal noh’s aesthetic and institutional formation from out of the nexus of culture, politics, and 

 
2 By “madness play,” I refer to what is now labeled monogurui nō, which are plays in which the shite 
becomes possessed or goes mad. Such plays generally share conventions such as separation and 
reunion plots, an “anguish dance”(kakeri) by the shite, a dance by the shite in response to a request by 
the waki, or an onstage costume change (monogi). (These conventions are not limited to madness 
plays, but occur with special frequency and distinct configurations within this genre.) 
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society. In so doing, I show that noh’s current status as canonized “traditional Japanese theater” 

was by no means assured from its inception. 

Choreography and Discourse 

For my purposes, two aspects of Hyakuman are of primary concern. One is the association of 

madness with dance—in this case rendered explicit by Hyakuman’s identification with a 

legendary kusemai dancer—which makes the madwoman’s dance the focal point of the play. The 

other is the notion of a choreography of madness. This choreography operates on the level of 

the arrangement of movements for mad figures’ dances and on the broader level of embodied 

cultural scripts for reading and understanding madness. These two aspects indicate the 

importance to madness of the moving body and of the ordering impulse of a repertoire of 

dramatic conventions and dance movements. 

Thinking about madness in terms of choreographed dance orients attention around how 

madness comes into being through and as movement. While most readily apparent in noh’s 

dance scenes, choreography becomes most critically generative when conceptualized more 

capaciously, in Kélina Gotman’s terms, as a force that “renders motion (gestures, attitudes, gaits, 

intensities, trajectories) visible, intelligible, as form.”3 Choreography understood in this way 

speaks to how, in noh, a theatrical vocabulary of conventionalized gestures necessarily makes 

madness legible as such, even while madness is constituted as a condition that departs from the 

choreographies governing speech, comportment, behavior, and the general patterns of the 

everyday. The choreography of madness is thus a choreography of something uncontainable 

within the choreography of the ordinary or everyday. At the same time, this idea of the ordinary 

 
3 Kélina Gotman, Choreomania: Dance and Disorder (Oxford University Press, 2018), 3. 
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hinges on what is deemed eccentric to it. This intertwining of the choreographies of the mad 

and not mad will be illustrated in the following chapters, which demonstrate how madness is co-

constitutive with, among other things, notions of gender and the body.  

Moreover, the idea of madness is not merely choreographed but also choreographs the 

unwieldy and different, giving them legibility and form. Often, this legibility and form are 

realized through bodies and their movement. Gotman describes choreography not as a static 

prescription of movement but as a dynamic process of making sense of a world in motion: 

Choreography in the sense I propose thus suggests an act of articulation, one that 
negotiates a border zone between order and disorder, planned and unplanned 
motion. Choreography may be understood as an apparatus of articulation 
investigating the part movement plays in structuring how we see, talk about, or embody 
relationships between order and disorder, historically and aesthetically.4 (Emphases mine) 

 

If choreography is the articulation of movement, madness is the articulation of difference. 

Madness and mad movement are therefore not the antithesis of the choreographies of the 

everyday—which would instead be the un-choreographable or unknowable—but rather a 

distinct kind of choreography that exists in tension with choreographies of the everyday and 

gives form to its others. Thus, choreography highlights how movement constitutes a site of 

meaning at the intersection of discourses social, political, religious, and otherwise.  

Thinking in terms of choreography facilitates understanding kurui in particular as a 

historically contingent formation of bodily practices, shaped by variable ideas of what 

constitutes order and disorder. In this way, choreography as Gotman theorizes it takes up in an 

embodied register Michel Foucault’s discussion of madness as a “discursive formation” in his 

Archaeology of Knowledge (1969). In dialogue with Foucault, I treat kurui not as a monolithic and 

stable object that exists a priori but something that comes into being via discourse. Such 

 
4 Gotman, Choreomania, 3. 
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discourse is contingent on “rules of formation,” or the “conditions of existence” particular to a 

given cultural or historical moment that make certain things utterable or conceivable over 

others.56 These rules regulate, for example, who can go mad (in noh’s case, primarily women but 

also male religious entertainers, men of service to a man of higher rank, and almost never 

fathers), how madness is distinguished (in kurui’s case, as spirit possession, emotional obsession, 

and dance), in what topoi madness can appear (e.g., liminal or “peripheral” sites like temples, 

rivers, the East); and what notions surround the emergence of madness (e.g., the sin of 

attachment, divine punishment, feminized obsession, the patrilineal family). Considered as a 

choreographic force constituted by discourse, kurui comes into view in multiple domains of 

thought and culture, taking on a distinct form within each domain. 

 In the subsequent chapters, I am interested in how kurui takes form within the realm of 

noh performance and in how noh acts as a site for the interaction of varied discourses around 

kurui. If, as in the case of madness, what kurui means is not stable across time and space, neither 

is it stable within the fairly restricted sphere of noh’s flourishing in the late fourteenth through 

fifteenth centuries. Kurui in noh’s madness plays represents a break with kurui’s imaginings 

before and around medieval noh—not a dramatic rupture on the order of the “Great 

 
5 Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge, 42. 
6 Ian Hacking articulates the significance of such potentialities in his idea of “making up people,” 
which expands his concept of the “looping effect” in psychology, medicine, and the social sciences. 
According to the looping effect, established classifications and vocabularies around the features of, 
for example, mental illness, play a role in individuals’ identification with and further production of 
these features. This, in turn, transforms concepts like mental illness such that they are constantly 
moving targets. Ultimately, Hacking argues, such processes are not confined to those considered 
deviant but to every individual embedded within the realm of possibilities constitutive of 
personhood in a given historical moment: “Each of us is made up. We are not only what we are but 
what we might have been. . . .” Similarly, kurui was a dynamic product and agent of various 
“thinkable, decipherable somethingnesses” that informed knowledge in premodern Japan. Ian 
Hacking, “Making Up People,” in Historical Ontology (Harvard University Press, 2002), 110–11. 
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Confinement” between Renaissance and later early modern Europe in Foucault’s earlier and 

better-known Madness and Civilization, but one that visibly bears the traces of kurui understood in 

the contexts of ritual, religious thought, performance, and artistic cultivation. Situating my 

investigation within medieval noh, I aim to shed light on the patterns of thought that permitted 

and shaped the formations, transformations, and discontinuities of kurui in medieval Japan. I 

thus seek not a comprehensive definition of what kurui is, but rather ask: What does kurui do, 

within plays and in the institution of medieval noh more broadly? How is kurui articulated, and 

why? In taking such an approach, I offer a model for exploring the under-theorized topic of 

kurui as well as proximate discursive formations within what turns out to be a sprawling and 

ever-changing discourse on madness and eccentricity in premodern Japan. 

Contributions 

In highlighting the connections, transformations, and discontinuities between kurui’s numerous 

forms, my project works toward remedying what I see as a series of reductive tendencies that 

have characterized much of the scholarship on madness and performance in premodern Japan. 

The first of these—most prevalent in scholarship from the 1960s and 70s, though persisting to 

the present—is the reduction of kurui’s significance to its origins as spirit possession. Much of 

this work is done in the vein of Japanese folklore studies (minzokugaku). Folklore studies-

inflected scholarship on noh has long been interested in identifying in noh the vestiges of folk 

performance and ritual practices—sometimes problematically associated with an essential 

“Japaneseness”—and often advocates kurui as the ritualistic progenitor of Japanese performing 

arts (geinō). For example, Matsuo Kōichi posits a gradual stylization of ancient practices of ritual 
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possession into theatrical renditions of kurui.7 Echoing Yanagita Kunio, who is often credited 

with founding Japanese folklore studies, performance scholars like Ogasawara Kyōko and Gunji 

Masakatsu have underscored the ritual significance of mai 舞, a type of Japanese dance which, 

much like dance in noh, is characterized by revolutions of the body and sliding motions of the 

feet, as a style of movement that attracts a god who then possesses the dancer, who is usually a 

female medium.8 Such hunts for origins, while holding valuable insights, are invested in tracing 

kurui’s unity and continuity as an object through Japanese history and myopically confined to 

Japanese folklore and noh studies. 

 There have also been reductions of kurui to its other dimensions, namely dance and 

illness. In terms of the former, kurui’s status as dance has generally been taken at face value, 

often described as part of the gradually increased emphasis on song and dance in noh 

performances. Rather than be questioned, the shift of kurui from the eerie transformation of 

spirit possession to the entertaining and poetic dances of the mad has largely been treated as a 

mere abstraction of the originally unruly movements of the mad. There is thus a sense that the 

kurui in a play like Hyakuman is not “real” madness but “just” dance. One question that must be 

put to this perspective is why dance should be taken less seriously as derivative of a more real 

state, when it was clearly taken extremely seriously by practitioners of noh, itself a danced 

performance form. Another problem revolves around what constitutes real madness. Too often, 

kurui in noh is implicitly measured against the standards of contemporary medical categories of 

mental illness and, unsurprisingly, found not to align. Alternatively, kurui has occasionally been 

described in psychiatric terms in ways that both reduce its appearance in noh to a diagnosis and 

 
7 Matsuo Kōichi, “Hyōi to nekkyō,” in Girei kara geinō e (Kadokawa, 2011). 
8 Gunji Masakatsu, “Buyōron,” in Buyō, Nihon no koten geinō 6 (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1970), 65–82 
and Ogasawara Kyōko, “Geinō to kyōki,” Dentō to gendai 5 (April 1971): 78–86. 
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obscure how contemporary ideas about mental disorders are themselves historically contingent, 

dynamic, and contested.9 

Additionally, Japanese-language noh scholarship in particular has historically neglected 

conceptual synthesis in ways that have constrained its reach to broader scholarly debates. One of 

the most common modes of noh scholarship remains that of the “study of a work” (sakuhin 

kenkyū), in which one particular noh play is analyzed in depth. Rarely, however, are the insights 

gleaned from the rich analysis of the play’s historical, philosophical, or literary dimensions 

marshalled to serve broader theoretical inquiry. A book on “women in noh plays,” for example, 

might include chapter-by-chapter analyses of individual plays in which a woman is the shite but 

will not theorize gender, nor is an article on a particular madness play likely to make further-

reaching claims about the phenomenon of kurui. For my part, rather than devote each of my 

chapters to an individual play, I discuss shared problematics across multiple plays as a means of 

bringing into view a more dispersed theatrical vocabulary and choreography of kurui.10 In 

addition, the study of madness plays in particular has also been marked by a taxonomical 

impulse, with scholars like Takemoto Mikio, Koyama Hiroshi, and Nagahara Junko devising 

 
9 Hosokawa Ryōichi, for example, compares kurui to schizophrenia in “Tsukimono ni yoru 
monogurui,” in Itsudatsu no Nihon chūsei (Chikuma gakugei bunko, 2000). This kind of approach can 
also be seen in works like Eric Lewin Altschuler’s A Great Literature Guide to the DSM-5 (Sinauer 
Associates, 2018), which diagnoses literary characters from antiquity to the twentieth century 
according to criteria from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Illnesses published by the 
American Psychiatric Association. Such approaches’ methodological perils aside, I am more in 
agreement with Anna Harpin’s view in Madness, Art, and Society: Beyond Illness (Routledge, 2018) that 
what is valuable about madness in literature and performance is that which is in excess of a medical 
diagnosis: “Where the DSM is (or seeks to be) categorical, objective, static, certain, neutral, and 
concerned with surface behaviours, art is dimensional, relational, dynamic, uncertain, affective, and 
occupied with depth of experience” (5). 
10 I also do this to deemphasize the issue of individual plays’ authorship, which has received outsized 
attention and is problematic in a medieval context for which documentation is sparse and multiple 
authorship was the norm. 
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extensive categorizations for kurui’s various iterations in noh but stopping short of utilizing such 

taxonomies to investigate the concept of kurui itself.11 I am of course indebted to the careful 

historical research and empirical analysis of such scholarship, on which I often rely to make 

arguments that I hope will resonate beyond Japanese studies.12  

 With regard to English-language scholarship, this dissertation makes a necessary 

contribution to the existing scholarship on madness in noh, which consists of only a handful of 

published works.13 This forms a stark contrast with the robust academic discourse on madness 

in the cultural production of western Europe.14 Within the limited body of work on madness in 

 
11 Takemoto Mikio, “Oya ko monogurui nō kō,” Nōgaku kenkyū: nōgaku kenkyūjo kiyō 6 (1981): 81–
122; Koyama Hiroshi, “Yonbanmemono,” in Nō kanshō annai, Iwanami kōza: Nō kyōgen, VI 
(Iwanami shoten, 1989); Nagahara Junko, “Yōkyoku ni okeru monogurui to kakeri to no kankei,” 
Nihon bunka kankyōron kōza kiyō (Kyoto), no. 2 (2000): 127–39. 
12 In terms of scholarship in Japanese, in addition to numerous articles on madness in noh that I cite 
throughout this dissertation, see the following monographs that substantially treat madness in noh: 
Nogami Toyoichirō, Nō: Kenkyū to hakken (Iwanami shoten, 1930); Oda Susumu, Nihon no kyōki shi 
(Kōdansha, 1998); Kanaseki Takeshi, Nō to seishin bunseki (Heibonsha, 1999); Hosokawa Ryōichi, 
Itsudatsu no Nihon chūsei (Chikuma gakugei bunko, 2000); Ōtani Setsuko, Zeami no chūsei (Iwanami 
shoten, 2007); and Kobayashi Toshiko, Monogurui no hitobito: Koten bungaku ni miru igyō no hiroin 
(Kachōsha, 2021). 
13 See Erika Ohara Bainbridge, “The Madness of Mothers in Japanese Noh Drama,” U.S.-Japan 
Women’s Journal. English Supplement, no. 3 (1992): 84–110, and Etsuko Terasaki, Figures of Desire: 
Wordplay, Spirit Possession, Fantasy, Madness, and Mourning in Japanese Noh Plays (Center for Japanese 
Studies, University of Michigan, 2002). For relevant dissertations, see Erika Ohara Bainbridge, 
“Women’s Madness in Three Major Dramatic Traditions: Greek, Elizabethan, and Japanese Noh” 
(University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1991); Makiko Fujiwara-Skrobak, “Social 
Consciousness and Madness in Zeami’s Life and Works: Or the Ritualistic-Shamanistic-Divine 
Aspects of Sarugaku for an Ideal Society” (University of California, Los Angeles, 1996); and Minae 
Yamamoto Savas, “Feminine Madness in the Japanese Noh Theatre” (The Ohio State University, 
2008). In addition, for an excellent model for theorizing madness and proximate states through the 
gendered politics and materiality of performance, see Reginald Jackson, “Frayed Fabrications: 
Feminine Mobility, Surrogate Bodies, and Robe Usage in Noh Drama,” Theatre Survey 60, no. 3 
(2019): 355–84. 
14 There is not space to list an exhaustive bibliography here, but to give a sense of the density of 
scholarship, see the following on madness, gender, and theater (especially in Shakespeare’s plays) in 
early modern England: Duncan Salkeld, Madness and Drama in the Age of Shakespeare (Manchester 
University Press, 1993); Carol Thomas Neely, Distracted Subjects: Madness and Gender in Shakespeare and 
Early Modern Culture (Cornell University Press, 2004); and Christina Gutierrez-Dennehy, ed., Kingship, 
Madness, and Masculinity on the Early Modern Stage: Mad World, Mad Kings (Routledge, 2022). 
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noh, even less of the work engages in a sustained fashion with noh’s specificity as a performance 

medium, focusing instead on narrative or rhetorical elements of plays. Given kurui’s enduring 

identification with dance and the moving body, I center considerations of theatricality—the 

distinguishing characteristics of theater—across my chapters.15 I thus build on the field of 

English-language noh scholarship as it has been formed over the past few decades along the 

avenues of noh’s stage performance (Karen Brazell, Monica Bethe), aesthetics (Paul Atkins, 

Tom Hare, Shelley Fenno Quinn), political and religious allegory (Susan Blakeley Klein), history 

(Noel Pinnington), social politics (Steven Brown, Thomas Looser), and homosocially inscribed 

performance communities (Eric Rath, Reginald Jackson)—while working to reshape their 

discursive boundaries. 

Through my work on kurui, I also contribute to opportunities for long-overdue 

engagement with East Asia in Anglophone scholarship on madness in Euro-American contexts. 

Such scholarship has especially spotlighted madness in the modern world, with particular 

attention to the medical regime revolving around the topos of the asylum and to novelistic 

madness and the related figure of the mad writer. The discontinuities between kurui in medieval 

 
15 I follow Josette Feral in seeing theatricality not as an innate property of theater but as a process 
that distinguishes the quotidian from a virtual “space of the other.” As Feral contends, theatricality is 
contingent on the gaze of either spectator or performer: “In fact, we might call it a process that 
recognizes subjects in process; it is a process of looking at or being looked at.” Such a process is 
definitive of but not limited to the medium of theater. Josette Feral, “Theatricality: The Specificity of 
Theatrical Language,” trans. Ronald P. Bermingham, SubStance 31, nos. 2 & 3 (2002): 94–108. 
 
Feral’s conceptualization of theatricality as a process that acts in between spatial realms echoes how 
some have theorized theatricality as a spatialized and mediating force tied to the liminality of theater 
in Japan. See Anthony Stott, “The Theater of Kingship: Charting the History of Structuralisms 
through the Cultural Anthropology of Yamaguchi Masao.” In “Formations of Critical Space: 
‘Japanese Theory,’ Its Media History, and the Contours of Critique Beyond the Bubble” (Doctoral 
dissertation, The University of Chicago, 2025), 120–23. 
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Japan and madness in such discourses are numerous but need not obstruct generative 

conversation. Instead, illuminating these very discontinuities brings into focus important aspects 

of kurui and madness’s respective formations. Such an endeavor is a valuable exercise not only 

for understanding medieval Japan but also for understanding how concepts like mental illness 

that we live by in our current moment themselves are formed out of shifting webs of discourse. 

Finally, I want to note that my aim of connecting premodern Japan to the flourishing 

English-language scholarly discourse on madness from which it has largely been excluded begins 

with the terminology I use. For discussions of the phenomenon of kurui itself, I generally leave 

the term untranslated to foreground its cultural and linguistic specificity. However, while 

cognizant of the disjunctions between kurui and madness, I have chosen to use terms like “mad” 

and “madwoman” in my discussions of monogurui precisely because there is an academic 

discourse around “madness” in a way that there is not around adjacent terms like derangement. 

In this way, rather than painting over the vast historical and cultural discontinuities between 

madness and kurui, I see myself as highlighting the polyvalence inherent to both terms, with 

each term having been molded by a complex history of usage. This polyvalence is evident in 

shifts in my own terminology around madness and kurui between chapters, where such 

adjustments enable me to articulate arguments relating to distinct facets of kurui. 

Forms of Kurui 

Kurui’s valences emerged within distinct but often interlocking discourses—most notably, those 

around ritual practice and spirit possession, social behavior (including ideas of folly or 

transgression), Buddhism and gender, and performance and spectacle. The last of these is 

especially significant in the context of noh, which generated a novel vision of kurui as refined 

dance. In sources predating noh, kurui denotes possession—whether that be ritual possession 



 

13 
 

that facilitates communication with the divine or a debilitating possession by a malevolent 

spirit.16 The ninth-century setsuwa collection Nihon ryōiki, for example, renders the word kuruu 

with a different kanji, taku 託, from the one used today, kyō 狂. Taku emphasizes the sense of a 

god or spirit “delivering a message” through a possessed person. Take, for example, the 

following excerpt:17       

[The deity] possessed the medium and said, “Those two stones you have given 
birth to are my own children.”18 

 

卜者に託
クル

ヒテ言はく「其の産める二つの石は、是は我が子なり」といふ。19 
 
This meaning of kurui as possession would persist through the early modern period, even as 

kurui took on additional associations and its writing as taku fell out of use. 

From fairly early on, kurui developed an extended meaning as unusual or eccentric 

behavior. The literary recluse Kamo no Chōmei writes in the Hōjōki (1212), for example: 

To follow the ways of the world is painful. But when one doesn’t follow them one 
is thought mad. 
 

世にしたがへば身くるし。したがはねば狂せるに似たり。20 
 

Similarly, in the Gukanshō (early 13th c.), the high-ranking cleric Jien pins blame for social unrest 
on: 

 
16 In Nara-period texts like the Nihon shoki (720), the kanji used for kurui, kyō 狂, is read as tabure.  
17 Yamaori Tetsuo, “Wandering Spirits and Temporary Corpses: The Revival Tales of Nihon Ryōiki,” 
in Wandering Spirits and Temporary Corpses: Studies in the History of Japanese Religious Tradition, trans. 
Dennis Hirota (International Research Center for Japanese Studies, 2004). 
18 All translations are mine unless otherwise noted. 
19 Tale 31, Volume III in Nakada Norio, ed., Nihon ryōiki, Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū 10 
(Shōgakkan, 2004), 323. Translations are mine unless otherwise noted. 
20 Kanda Hideo et al., eds., Hōjōki. Tsurezuregusa. Shōbō genzō zuimonki. Tannishō, Shinpen Nihon koten 
bungaku zenshū 44 (Shōgakukan, 2006), 27. 



 

14 
 

. . . low-ranking people who served close to the Retired Emperor. All sorts of mad 

people (kuruimono 狂ヒ者)—shamans, mediums, dancers, and sarugō players, as well 
as coppersmiths and the like. . .21 

 

Jien articulates a notable cultural proximity between kurui and performers, whose spectacular 

appearances and activities, along with their popularity, were often a source of anxiety for the 

authorities. 

These understandings of kurui as spirit possession and eccentric behavior informed 

further transformations of kurui in medieval noh. Mad roles (monogurui) were a revered staple 

particularly in the Yamato sarugaku noh tradition to which the renowned playwright and 

performer Zeami (c. 1363–c. 1443) belonged.22 As I will discuss in later chapters, Zeami was 

concerned with refining noh in line with elite patrons’ tastes in ways that had a momentous 

impact on performances of kurui. Zeami’s plays evince a preference over spirit possession for a 

more novel type of kurui, which follows a Buddhist logic in that it emerges from an over-

attachment to a worldly relationship, usually of a woman for her lover or child from whom she 

has been separated. As we previously saw in the Nihon ryōiki example, in monogurui—the 

modified version of the term kurui Zeami often uses and which became especially associated 

 
21 Okami Masao and Akamatsu Toshihide, eds., Gukanshō, Nihon koten bungaku taikei 86 (Iwanami 
Shoten, 1967), 292. 
22 Noh was called sarugaku or sarugaku nō until the Meiji period (1868–1912). Sarugaku itself was a 
broad term that referred to various kinds of performances, especially those emphasizing monomane. 
Noel Pinnington defines sarugaku thus: “(1) A performance tradition, derived from a set of random 
circus arts imported from China (also called sangaku); (2) a set of entertainments including comic 
skits, which arose in the eleventh century; (3) a type of acting troupe or actor affiliated with religious 
institutions active in the medieval period; (4) a name for the earliest form of noh play; (5) a tradition 

of performing arts including noh plays, okina sarugaku, and kyōgen, so called from the late 

thirteenth century until the late nineteenth century, after which it is called nōgaku.” Noel J. 
Pinnington, A New History of Medieval Japanese Theatre: Noh and Kyōgen from 1300 to 1600 (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2019), 210. 
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with noh—mono refers to a spirit (mono no ke) that is the agent of a possession.23 Noh’s mad 

figures are called monogurui, a term that harkens to this earlier established notion of kurui as 

possession even as it came increasingly to refer to figures whose eccentricity was driven by 

emotional obsession rather than by possession. 

 Over time, one further crucial transformation of kurui became visible in Zeami’s writings 

and in the noh repertoire. The focus of plays about tragic separations gradually moved away 

from the pathos surrounding such separations and toward expressions of kurui as a refined 

performance. In addition to the consistent proximity of madwomen to other types of dancers 

throughout Zeami’s writings—he repeatedly mentions them in the same breath as kusemai and 

shirabyōshi dancers24—Zeami appears to have increasingly seen madwomen as an instantiation of 

his prized aesthetic of yūgen 幽玄. A term with a complex poetic and philosophical history, yūgen 

was for Zeami a kind of subtle and elegant depth with which he strove to elevate Yamato 

sarugaku, which had previously specialized in dramatic imitation (monomane).25 

In the climactic scenes of many madness plays, in which the mad figure dances at the 

behest of an audience in the world of the play, kurui becomes synonymous with dance. The 

difficulty of translating into English the command to dance that conventionally forms the 

impetus for these scenes puts into relief a key divergence between the concepts of kurui and 

 
23 While it is true that Zeami’s treatises and Japanese-language scholarship on noh usually use the 
term monogurui, I primarily use its root word kurui to gesture to a broader set of discourses including 
but not limited to noh. I reserve monogurui for specific discussions of mad roles in noh. 
24 In the Fūshikaden, for example, Zeami recommends the same kind of costuming and comportment 
for kusemai dancers, shirabyōshi dancers, and madwomen. Omote Akira et al., eds., Renga ronshū. 
Nōgaku ronshū. Haironshū, Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū 88 (Shōgakkan, 2006), 220–21. 
25 According to Zeami, yūgen had originally been the specialty of Yamato sarugaku’s rival Ōmi 
troupes. In Yamato sarugaku it was his father Kan’ami who began gaining recognition with roles like 
the shirabyōshi dancer Shizuka and the “madwoman at the Saga dainenbutsu festival” (possibly 
Kan’ami’s precursor to Hyakuman, which Zeami adapted) to which yūgen was of the utmost 
importance. Omote Akira et al., Renga ronshū. Nōgaku ronshū. Haironshū, 254. 
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madness. Take, for example, this line spoken by the man in the secondary role (waki) in the play 

Hanjo: 

いかに狂女、何とて今日は狂はぬぞ、面白う狂ひ候へ。26 
 
This could reasonably be translated as either of the following: 
 

a. Well, Madwoman, why aren’t you mad today? Entertain us with your madness. 
b. Well, Madwoman, why aren’t you dancing today? Entertain us with a dance. 

 
While in English, “to go mad” and “to dance” harbor distinct associations, kurui hovers here 

between these two meanings, one coloring the other. This equivalence between kurui and dance 

culminated organically from kurui’s enduring identification with movement that commanded an 

audience with its eccentricity. 

Politics of Movement 
 
Kurui is not a neutral term. In the sampling of kurui’s manifestations above, what becomes clear 

is that kurui connotes spectacle by virtue of being out of the ordinary. Unlike a more neutral 

term for dance like mai, then, kurui inherently carries the perspective of a gaze that distinguishes 

between movement that does or does not belong to a privileged order. As such, kurui elucidates 

relations of power in which those pronounced mad and those who pronounce others as mad are 

embedded. What I am suggesting here is that we take seriously the political implications of the 

pattern Tokue Gensei identifies in premodern Japanese performing arts, in which performance 

happens between a “person who goes mad/dances” (kuruu mono) and a “person who makes 

them go mad/dance” (kuruwaseru mono).27 In noh’s madness plays, there is much to be learned 

from attention to who are the kuruu mono—women: abandoned lovers, mothers, mediums; 

 
26 Nishino Haruo, ed., Yōkyoku hyakuban, Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei 57 (Iwanami Shoten, 
1998), 215. 
27 Tokue Gensei, “Hōkazō ron,” Kokugakuin zasshi 72, no. 3 (1971): 1–16, 8. 
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occasionally, sons or retainers of higher-ranking men—and attention to who are the kuruwaseru 

mono—men: fathers, sons, priests, emperors, vengeful male spirits. The latter group represents 

an important aspect of what is not considered kurui: knowledge and praxis rooted in institutions 

and ideologies that claim religious, political, or familial authority. Inherently political, movement 

deemed to be kurui is often best regarded in terms of mobility, which frames the conversation in 

terms of abilities to move, who moves, how, in what circumstances, and why, showing how 

kurui’s choreographies are socially produced and charged with meaning. I thus aim to show how 

“mobilities make it different” when it comes to discerning what characterizes noh’s mad figures, 

who wander, pursue, transgress, journey in exile, and dance.28  

 Throughout such movement-focused considerations of kurui, I also endeavor not to lose 

sight of noh itself as a danced theater whose performers were socially eccentric and whose own 

concerns come to light in stagings of kurui. In particular, Zeami’s formulation of kurui as an 

elegant dance represents the development of a movement aesthetics in noh that aimed to 

condition the noh performer’s body in tune with the refined aesthetic aspirations of the elite. 

Zeami, for example, consciously distanced himself from the “Style of Violent Movement” 

(rikidōfū) that he attributed to other troupes, urging instead the “Style of Intricate Movement” 

(saidōfū).29 Zeami describes the Style of Violent Movement as having the “power, form, and heart 

of a demon,” while in the Style of Intricate Movement, which he recommends for the 

performance of madwomen, “the form is demonic but the heart is human.”30 Zeami’s marked 

rejection of the former and advocacy of the latter hint at a paradigm shift in movement 

 
28 John Urry, Mobilities (Polity Press, 2007), 44. 
29 I use Hare’s translation of rikidōfu 力動風 and saidōfu 砕動風. Zeami, Zeami, Performance Notes, 

trans. Tom Hare (Columbia University Press, 2008), 145–46. 
30 Omote Akira et al., Renga ronshū. Nōgaku ronshū. Haironshū, 364–65. 
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aesthetics discernible in Zeami’s theorizations of performance more generally. This shift 

signified a novel way of conceiving the very art of performance. The Style of Violent Movement 

more aptly describes noh’s precursors in performances like those that were part of demon-

quelling rituals conducted in Buddhist New Year’s services (the shushō-e and shuni-e), where the 

performer’s aim had been, in a manner akin to possession, to lose oneself in becoming a 

demon.31 In contrast, in the Style of Intricate Movement, the performer was to exercise control 

via the techniques of performance, imbuing even demons with humanity. This brings us back to 

the issue of madness’s choreography and conventionalization in noh from earlier in this 

introduction. As the playwright and critic Yamazaki Masakazu observes, kurui in noh is an 

exhibition of the performer’s extreme care and restraint, counter to the ecstasy and abandon 

associated with possession.32 As I will argue later, madness plays were a site for articulating an 

aesthetic hierarchy within noh that privileged an elite-oriented comportment of restraint and 

subtle beauty. Kurui thus focuses attention, both at the level of noh plays’ diegetic worlds and of 

the professional noh community, on movement as a site of contested ideas about art and 

identity. 

Chapter Summaries 

Given the above, throughout the dissertation’s chapters I am centrally concerned with what 

kurui reveals about noh, its artistic formation, and the environments that shaped this formation. 

Chapter One, “Mastering Excess: Zeami and the Gendered Aesthetics of Madness,” furnishes 

empirical grounding for the proceeding chapters and surveys kurui’s aesthetic formation in noh 

 
31 Matsuoka Shinpei, “Mugen nō no hassei —kanjin nō no toposu,” in Utage no shintai: basara kara 
Zeami e (Iwanami shoten, 2004), 100–102. 
32 Yamazaki Masakazu, “Zeami to nō no kyōki,” Kokubungaku Kaishaku to Kanshō 50, no. 11 (1970): 
117–18. 
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by way of Zeami’s performance treatises. In particular, I examine kurui’s relationship with two 

kinds of noh plays that tended toward spectacle and melodrama: those featuring spirit 

possession and those whose plots are structured around separation and reunion. I demonstrate 

that Zeami’s treatises articulate the aesthetics of kurui in dialogue with these two areas of 

theatrical excess, pushing against some aspects while incorporating others. Meanwhile, they 

inform a key element of kurui as it takes form in Zeami’s writings and plays in his performance 

tradition—its gendering primarily as a feminine state that unfolds according to a generally 

Buddhist logic of attachment. Pursuing the impetus behind Zeami’s stylization of kurui also 

signals the importance of considering the dynamism of the medieval noh repertoire, which 

encompassed a far more diverse range of themes and performance styles than the relatively 

limited contemporary canonical repertoire. 

Chapter Two, “Self-Possessed: The Performance of Madness as Metatheater,” examines 

the relationship between kurui as spirit possession and emotionally driven mad performance by 

way of metatheater, or, broadly, any element of the theatrical apparatus that draws attention to 

theater as theater. Noh plays’ metatheatrical stagings of spirit possession and madness make 

legible theater’s inherent doubleness, where the performer simultaneously embodies self and 

other. I argue that medieval noh cultivated an image of madness as performance—epitomized in 

the “mad dances” of characters who are aware of their role as mad figures—by refashioning the 

inherent metatheatricality of spirit possession and making the madwoman the agent of her own 

“possession.” Against notions of the “theatrical” as something insincere or otherwise fictitious, I 

show that kurui’s identification with dance in medieval Japan complicates notions of a boundary 

between “performed” and “authentic” madness by emphasizing kurui as a phenomenon of the 

mind-body complex rather than of an isolated or hidden intellect. As a condition that was 
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understood to be inherently theatrical, kurui on the stage exemplified the allure of medieval 

theater not as an escape from reality but as a space for the enjoyment of the art of performance 

itself. Noh’s stagings of kurui thus gesture to broader epistemic frameworks that shaped how 

medieval performers and audiences understood and participated in the theatrical experience. 

In Chapter Three, “Eccentric Types: The Theatrical Construction of Hōka Entertainers,” 

I investigate how half-monk, half-lay variety entertainers called hōka were formed into a 

character type in noh in order to elucidate the relationship between performance, religion, and 

eccentricity in medieval Japan. Hōka have historically been described as street performers and 

popular preachers, as well as Zen monks. Additionally, in Zeami’s writings, hōka are identified 

with what he calls “charismatic performers” (yūkyō) who function as generative kernels around 

which to craft performances of song and dance. Rather than treat noh’s hōka as transparent 

reflections of historical hōka—an approach that dominates the limited scholarship on these 

figures—I take seriously their status as dramatic characters to demonstrate the capacity of types 

to be productive rather than merely reductive. To clarify this process of productive typification, 

I utilize Elizabeth Fowler’s concept of the “social person,” a model of personhood with broad 

cultural currency that helps readers and viewers recognize and engage with human figures in text 

or image.33 In this way, I trace the construction of hōka in noh through a variety of social 

persons while emphasizing the cultural and especially religious contexts in which these social 

persons took root. I argue that, rather than efface hōka’s eclecticism, noh’s typification of hōka 

curates a particular version of it. This typification thereby generates a signature eccentricity that 

is also distinctly gendered. Hōka’s charismatic eccentricity and its intense theatricality point to 

 
33 Elizabeth Fowler, Literary Character: The Human Figure in Early English Writing (Cornell university 
press, 2003). 
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how medieval performing arts were shaped by religious and economic changes and, in particular, 

by the self-conscious theatricality of medieval popular religion.  

 Approaching the relationship between kurui and performance in a more worldly context, 

Chapter Four, “Itinerant Bodies: Madwomen, Human Trafficking, and the Politics of 

Movement,” examines the role of movement and dance in plays in which mothers go mad 

seeking children who have been taken by traffickers. Here, I consider the value of the mad 

dancing body in a context where every body—and especially those of women, children, 

performers, and the lowly—was understood as fundamentally transactable. I mine the 

implications of kurui’s gendered associations with forces of trafficking, treating madness plays as 

a site in which noh sought to align its aesthetics with the cultural standards and spatial ideology 

of the capital at Kyoto. Along the way, I show how the itineraries of the trafficked and the mad 

in noh make legible unwieldy boundary regions at the limits of the capital’s reach. As an itinerant 

female performer intimately identified with such marginalized spaces, noh’s madwoman offers 

spectators a dance in order to reunite with her child, always a son. I argue that the focalization of 

this aestheticized exchange, in which kurui is rendered beautiful as a captive dance, discloses the 

displacement and exchange of bodies as aesthetically fundamental to madness plays. I thus 

reveal the plays to be aesthetic archives that illuminate mechanisms of kurui and the trade in 

humans in excess of merely empiricist modes. These archives demonstrate how the stylization of 

kurui into dance was a deeply political process—one that strove to elevate the art of the 

precarious noh performer by means of a masculine logic of trafficking and ownership. 
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Mastering Excess: Zeami and the Gendered Aesthetics of Madness 

 

During the height of Japan’s medieval period, a dizzying extravagance was in vogue. 

With the steady growth of a cash economy, there emerged among the warrior class a nouveau 

riche who relished flaunting their wealth by wearing luxurious clothing and participating in lavish 

parties and cultural gatherings. This conspicuous consumption, termed basara, was brash enough 

to merit prominent criticism in the Kenmu shikimoku (1336), the first legal code of the Ashikaga 

shogunate, as “sheer madness”:1 

Lately, there has been an obsession with inappropriately excessive luxury referred 
to as basara. Among the gorgeous silks and fine brocades, exquisitely crafted silver 
swords, and sumptuous clothing there is nothing that fails to astound. You could 

say it is sheer madness (bukkyō 物狂).2 
 
In contrast to the older aristocratic system, in which wealth was based on heredity and land, the 

spread of cash and its socially destabilizing potential—especially through volatile and 

unscrupulous means like gambling or usury—expressed for many a society “gone mad.”3 At the 

same time, the cash economy fueled a culture of connoisseurship among the elite, which 

financed tea-tasting, incense-smelling, and renga poetry competitions. What is more, cash 

contributed to noh’s development by facilitating lucrative fundraising (kanjin) performances.4 

 The role of the performing arts within this culture of excess contributed to a 

simultaneous fascination with and wariness of performers. Dengaku, a rival performance form 

that was influential on sarugaku noh, was especially associated with unruly exuberance, as vividly 

borne out in an episode in the fourteenth-century war chronicle Taiheiki that is the image of 

 
1 For more on basara, see Matsuoka Shinpei, “Basara no jidai,” in Utage no shintai: basara kara Zeami e 
(Iwanami Shoten, 1991).  
2 Maki Kenji, ed., Muromachi bakufuhō, Chūsei hōsei shiryōshū 2 (Iwanami Shoten, 1957). 
3 As expressed, for example, in the phrase kuni ga kuruu. 
4 I discuss kanjin in more depth in Chapter Three. 
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basara. There, the Sagami lay monk calls the Honza and Shinza troupes to perform at a days-long 

extravaganza, in which some of the dengaku dancers turn out to be tengu goblins.5 The Sagami lay 

monk, taken up in a drunken ecstasy (suikyō 酔狂), is none the wiser. The potential of such 

artistic gatherings to devolve into ruinous free-for-alls fed an image of performers as eccentrics 

who operated in circumstances marked by kurui or kyō 狂, outside the bounds of propriety and 

the everyday.6 

How did the performance of noh plays about madness relate to its social context, 

perceived to be itself bordering on madness? To address this question and to furnish empirical 

grounding for the following chapters, I survey kurui’s aesthetic formation in noh with reference 

to the performance treatises of the medieval playwright Zeami. While noh today might seem 

divorced from extravagance, the dynamic landscape of artistic opportunity and connoisseurship 

fostered in the age of basara had import for noh in ways that can be discerned in Zeami’s 

treatment of kurui. During this time, in addition to accruing prestige and warrior-class patronage, 

sarugaku noh was popular for its own kinds of artistic excess. Of special importance for our 

purposes, two kinds of plays in particular tended toward spectacle and melodrama: those 

featuring spirit possession and those whose plots are structured around separation and reunion. 

These are reflected in the two categories of mad roles (monogurui) in Zeami’s Fūshikaden (1400–

 
5 Hasegawa Tadashi, ed., Taiheiki, vol.1, Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū 54 (Shōgakkan,1994), 
254–57. 
6 Matsuoka offers another example of dengaku’s association with madness in a record of a New 
Year’s dengaku performance in 1141, where the comical movements of the performers are referred to 

as kyōran basa 狂乱婆娑 (“frenzied dancing”) (Matsuoka Shinpei, “Basara no jidai,” 28). Matsuoka 

notes: “An ancient Chinese mimetic term employed in reference to actions such as dancing and 
walking in an inebriated manner, in Japan basa described the dances of shrine maidens possessed by 
a deity.” (Matsuoka Shinpei, Embodied Performance: Warriors, Dancers, and the Origins of Noh Theater, 
trans. Janet Emily Goff (Columbia University Press, 2024), 3. 
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18), where he describes kurui’s causes as lying either in possessing spirits and deities (tsukimono) 

or overwhelming emotions (omoi) resulting from separation or abandonment. I will show that 

Zeami’s treatises articulate the aesthetics of kurui in dialogue with these two areas of theatrical 

excess, pushing against some aspects of them while borrowing from others. Meanwhile, they 

inform a key element of kurui as it takes form in Zeami’s writings and plays in his performance 

tradition—its gendering primarily as a feminine state that unfolds according to a generally 

Buddhist logic of attachment. Pursuing the impetus behind Zeami’s stylization of kurui also 

signals the importance of considering the dynamism of the medieval noh repertoire, which 

encompassed a far more diverse range of themes and performance styles than the relatively 

limited contemporary canonical repertoire. 

 In what follows, I focus on Zeami’s writings in my investigations into kurui’s 

development. Due in part to the contingency of archives, to examine kurui in noh means largely 

to examine Zeami’s formulation of that concept. There may very well have been contemporaries 

of Zeami who had distinct ideas around performing kurui, but, nonetheless, such ideas were not 

put in writing or have for other reasons not survived to the present.7 Exemplifying such 

obstacles to transmission, Zeami’s treatises themselves primarily circulated within his own 

Kanze troupe and were not available to the public until a cache of his manuscripts was 

rediscovered in 1908, only to be destroyed in the Great Kantō Earthquake in 1923.8 But while 

Zeami’s ideas around performing kurui were not necessarily the only ones in circulation in the 

medieval period, Zeami did clearly have a special investment in kurui. Kurui was reportedly 

 
7 On related historiographical issues, see Noel J. Pinnington, A New History of Medieval Japanese 
Theatre: Noh and Kyōgen from 1300 to 1600 (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 81–84. 
8 Zeami, Zeami, Performance Notes, trans. Tom Hare (Columbia University Press, 2008), 451. For more 
on the textual history of Zeami’s treatises, see Appendix 2 in Performance Notes. 
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something excelled at by Zeami’s father Kan’ami (1333–84), who looms large as a figure of 

emulation in Zeami’s thoughts on performance. Moreover, the performance of kurui, as we will 

see, offered Zeami a site from which to critique the performance of demons—popular within 

the tradition of Yamato sarugaku, to which his troupe belonged, and others.9 While remaining 

cognizant of the possibility of alternative artistic visions around kurui, we can take his 

theorizations of kurui seriously as ideas intentionally articulated in conversation with various 

realms of discourse around madness in the medieval period. 

Spirit Possession 
 
Understandings of kurui in premodern Japan emerged out of the vocabularies and movements 

of spirit possession as well as its related notions, such as obsessive attachment and eccentricity. 

Compared to medieval Europe, where possession primarily took the form of demonic 

possession provoked by moral transgression,10 possession in medieval Japan varied greatly 

depending on the numerous possible identities of the possessed and their possessors. As Zeami 

notes in the Fūshikaden, candidates for possessors included deities, the spirits of the dead, and 

the spirits of the living.11 In other cases that do not often feature in noh, the spirits of animals 

such as foxes, badgers, or owls could also possess humans, causing delusions, strange behavior, 

 
9 Zeami identified the troupes of his day according to which major temple or shrine they were 
contracted with to perform at religious festivals. Four troupes (the precursors of today’s Hōshō, 
Kanze, Kongō, and Konparu schools) performed at the Kasuga shrine in Yamato; three at the Hie 
Festival in Ōmi; two at Ise Shrine; and three at Hosshōji in Kyoto. For a more detailed description 
of the troupes and their duties, see Pinnington, A New History of Medieval Japanese Theatre: Noh and 
Kyōgen from 1300 to 1600, 56–57. 
10 Claire Trenery, Madness, Medicine and Miracle in Twelfth-Century England (London: Routledge, 2019), 
1–18. 
11 Omote Akira and Katō Shūichi, eds., Zeami, Zenchiku, Nihon shisō taikei 24 (Iwanami Shoten, 
1974), 23. 
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and illness.12 Deities conveyed divine revelations and meted punishment via possession, while 

the spirits of the dead often called upon the living world in connection to lingering attachments, 

voicing grudges and requesting aid in obtaining salvation. The spirits of the living acted on 

grievances in the absence of alternative social avenues to do so. Polygynous situations like that 

of the court, where men enjoyed far greater mobility than women, constituted one breeding 

ground for this kind of possession, as famously demonstrated in The Tale of Genji (Genji 

monogatari, early eleventh c.) when Lady Rokujō’s envious spirit possesses Genji’s wife Aoi. 

The bodies of women were understood to be particularly porous and thus susceptible to 

infiltration by possessors. This is exemplified, for instance, by the numerous high-ranking 

women in The Tale of Genji, A Tale of Flowering Fortunes (Eiga monogatari, eleventh c.), and The Clear 

Mirror (Masukagami, fourteenth c.) who are possessed by restless spirits while pregnant or on the 

verge of giving birth.13 The possessed can generally be distinguished between those who 

underwent spontaneous possessions and those whose possessions were intentional. In the 

former category belong many figures in noh plays and other premodern literary works who are 

often described as “suddenly becoming possessed” (niwaka ni kuruu) with an urgent 

communication from a deity or spirit. On the other hand, intentional possessions were those 

that were part of the professional work of mediums, whether those affiliated with particular 

shrines or “folk mediums” (minkan miko), itinerant mediums who performed rituals and 

 
12 In the noncanonical play Niwatori Tatsuta, a woman is possessed by the spirit of a stolen ritual 
chicken. 
13 For example, Aoi in the Tale of Genji; Empress Anshi in A Tale of Flowering Fortunes; Kisshi and 
Shunshi in Masukagami. On childbirth and possession, see Doris G. Bargen, A Woman’s Weapon: 
Spirit Possession in the Tale of Genji (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaiì Press, 1997), 87–90. See also 
Takeshi Watanabe, Flowering Tales: Women Exorcising History in Heian Japan (Harvard University Asia 
Center, 2020). 
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entertainment for the general populace.14 Mediums were also largely female, frequently 

collaborating with male priests or ascetics acting as ritual specialists (genja) who called down 

spirits and directed them to possess the medium in order to receive their messages.15  

Spirit possession had a distinct gestural repertoire, characterized by dramatic, vertically 

oriented movements like jumping and stomping. One episode in the Taiheiki relates how “a boy 

in the service of Aso of Ise suddenly became possessed (niwaka ni mono ni kuruute), springing into 

the air and jumping up and down (tobiagari tobiagari odorikeru 飛び上がり飛び上がり跳りけ

る).”16 Two plays in today’s active repertoire depict spirit possession’s violent movements, if 

only in text, in a way that likely resonates with how spirit possession was more commonly 

performed in Zeami’s day. In Rolls of Silk (Makiginu), a shrine medium of Kumano Hongū 

becomes possessed by the deity Tenjin, who praises a poem offered to him, and later, still 

possessed, performs a celebratory dance:17 

CHORUS. 
 Deity after deity descends on the medium 
 Hair lashing in all directions 

and her ritual streamers too 
She flies into the air like a bird, 
stomps again on the ground, 
grinding her prayer beads together, waving her sleeves, 
feet going up and coming down 
She dances the dance until its end.18 

 
14 Minkan miko is Yanagita Kunio’s term, used also in Tokunaga Seiko’s book on ritual possessions, 
Hyōrei shinkō to Nihon chūsei shakai (Hōzōkan, 2022). 
15 On the issue of the gender of mediums Tokunaga hypothesizes the following: while originally the 
purview of both men and women, the work of divination and mediumship started to become 
gender-segregated during the tenth century with the rise of Onmyōdō especially in the capital, which 
centered male practitioners. Tokunaga sees this as the emergence of folk mediums who were 
primarily female. Tokunaga, Hyōrei shinkō to Nihon chūsei shakai, 92–93. 
16 Hasegawa, Taiheiki, vol. 3, 421. 
17 For a comprehensive source of basic information and plot synopses for noh plays, as well as a 
finding list for English translations of plays, see the appendices in Yamanaka Reiko et al., eds., A 
Companion to Nō and Kyōgen Theatre, vol. 2 (Brill, 2025). 
18 Sanari Kentarō, ed., Yōkyoku taikan, vol. 4 (Meiji Shoin, 1930), 2812. 
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The medium’s characteristic tangled hair and ritual paper streamers, both described in terms of 

their wild, unrestrained movement via the verb midareru 乱れる, are part of a shared visual 

vocabulary with noh’s madwomen.19 Madwomen, whose unkempt hair similarly signals a 

departure from the norms of mundane life, nearly always carry conventional sprigs of bamboo 

grass—themselves an allusion to branches of leaves used in mediums’ rituals—that are often 

decorated with streamers.  

In the other play, Poem Divination (Utaura), a young boy and an accompanying villager 

encounter an itinerant male medium whose hair also testifies to his encounters with the 

otherworldly, bleached as it is from his travails in hell from which he was once resurrected.20 

When obliging to the villager’s request that he perform a dance relating what he witnessed in 

hell, the medium becomes possessed: 

VILLAGER. 
How strange! He seems to be possessed by gods once again. His expression has changed,  

and he has the look of someone not in his right mind. 
 

MEDIUM. 
Suffering from head to toe 
 
VILLAGER. 
White hair disheveled and standing on end 
 

 
19 Long hair as a marker of otherness has been widely commented upon by scholars of premodern 
Japan. Ōwa Iwao has noted, for example, decrees recorded in the Nihon shoki dictating the tying up 
of hair of people past a certain age, except in the cases of mediums and priests. Amino Yoshihiko 
has theorized that uncut and unfastened hair as a marker of children and certain groups of outcasts 
suggests their positionality as bordering on the supernatural. In short, as Michelle Osterfeld-Li puts 
it, long hair identifies those perceived as “outside the bureaucratic ladder.” Ōwa Iwao, Oni to tennō 
(Tokyo: Hakusuisha, 1992), 199-204; Amino Yoshihiko, Rethinking Japanese History, trans. Alan S. 
Christy (Ann Arbor, MI: Center for Japanese Studies, the University of Michigan, 2012), 171-216; 
Michelle Osterfeld Li, Ambiguous Bodies Reading the Grotesque in Japanese Setsuwa Tales (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 2009), 171. 
20 One of Poem Divination’s pivotal scenes is the inserted dance Jigoku no kusemai (“Dance of the 
Hells”), a dance also once present in Hyakuman.  
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MEDIUM. 
Like scattered snow 
 
VILLAGER. 
He shrieks into the sky 
 
MEDIUM. 
Crumples to the ground 

 
CHORUS. 

 Shakes as if buffeted by a divine wind, 
 shakes as if buffeted by a divine wind 
 Like summer rains trampling 

the deutzia flowers that just bloomed 
sweat pours down his face 

 pools on his sleeves like heavy drops of dew 
 spills to the ground like hail out of season 
 Stomping loudly 
 he dances with clappers in hand 
 beating them like rain pummels the windows 
 Quaking violently, rising and crouching 
 he looks as if he is entreating the gods for forgiveness.21 
 
As in Rolls of Silk, possession’s gestural vocabulary in Poem Divination is comprised of dynamic 

rising and falling movements that originate from without—“as if buffeted by a divine wind”—to 

which Poem Divination adds the sonic intensity not only of stomping feet but also of the 

medium’s shrieks, rhythm clappers, and violent rain. The stormy scene characterizes possession 

as uncontrollable (like the wind and rain) and eerie (“hail out of season”), while the 

suppositional phrasing in the villager’s and chorus’s lines (“he has the look of someone not in 

his right mind”; “he looks as if he is entreating the gods”) suggests the medium’s removal to 

another state of being that must be interpreted. Spirit possession as portrayed in these instances 

harbors an eye-catching strangeness, the changes it induces in the dancer’s physicality described 

by terms like fushigi (mysterious, eerie) and osoroshi (frightful, awful). Through such sensory 

 
21 Umehara Takeshi and Kanze Kiyokazu, eds., Motomasa to Zenchiku: yume to shi to erosu, Nō o yomu 3 
(Kadokawa Gakugei Shuppan, 2013), 42. 
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intensity, and in their basic function as communication between the visible human world and the 

invisible world of gods and spirits, such encounters commanded an audience. 

It was this very dynamism of spirit possession’s movement repertoire that deviated from 

Zeami’s performance aesthetics around kurui. Performance that aimed at mimetically rendering 

turbulent possessions would have aligned more with what Zeami describes as the rikidōfū style of 

demons, who have “vigor, form, and heart demonic” 勢形心鬼 22—a style adopted by others 

but “not appropriate for our troupe.”2324 Illustrations in his treatise Nikyoku santai ningyō zu 

(1421) convey the difference between the rikidōfū demon and Zeami’s preferred gentler saidōfū 

demon, which has “demonic form but a human heart” 形鬼心人, via footwear befitting their 

movement styles: while the saidōfū demon dances on small, nimble feet, the rikidōfū demon wears 

heavy shoes with implanted feathers (kegariha) suited for loud stomping.25 Further evincing what 

Zeami perceived as the need to temper the performance of characters like the mad or possessed 

and their potential for kinetic excess, Zeami advises in Kakyō (1424): 

Moving the heart-mind ten parts, move the body seven parts: 

. . . When maneuvering your body, if you restrain your footwork, you will give the 
impression of moving wildly (kuruu to wa miyuredomo), but the performance will not 
be coarse. When forcefully stamping your feet, if you subdue the movements of 
your body, your stamping may be loud, but since the body is muted you will not 
look coarse. . . . In general, when learning stamping footwork, you should not use 
it in dances. You should practice it in other kinds of fighting scenes and 

impersonation.26 

 

 
22 Omote Akira and Katō Shūichi, eds., Zeami, Zenchiku, Nihon shisō taikei 24 (Iwanami Shoten, 
1974), 129. 
23 Ibid., 195. 
24 In one example that draws a direct connection between possessions and demonic dances, in 
Semimaru the movements of the medium and madwoman Sakagami are compared to the bugaku 
dance batō no mai, the performer of which dons a demon mask with long black hair. 
25 Zeami, Zeami, Performance Notes, 146. 
26 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 84–85. 
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Here, unlike the stomping dances of possessed mediums, the movements of body and feet are 

distinguished, so that dance (mai) is distinct from stomping. Zeami thus advocates a different 

movement paradigm from that of possession as it is described in Rolls of Silk and Poem Divination. 

To use a term that appears in Rolls of Silk, possession’s movements are encapsulated by the verb 

odoru 躍る(“to jump up and down”), which, taken with the overlapping term odoru 踊る(“to 

dance,” especially in a way that involves stomping), suggests an altogether different type of 

dance.27 Furthermore, urging a predominance of the performer’s heart-mind (kokoro), Zeami 

recommends performance that visually and affectively evokes kurui even as it suppresses the 

“coarseness” of its raw physicality. This approach epitomizes a broader transformation in 

Zeami’s understanding of Yamato sarugaku’s prized skill in monomane, or dramatic impersonation. 

Over the course of Zeami’s career, his stance toward monomane underwent a general shift from 

emphasizing external imitation to privileging atmosphere and yūgen—referring, in brief, to an 

elegant depth—via aestheticized approximation.28 Thus, the appeal of kurui was to reside in 

something more than a physical impersonation of the mad or possessed—in poetic elegance and 

disciplined movement that harmonized with the artistic refinement to which noh’s warrior 

patrons especially aspired.  

Separation and Reunion Plots Outside the Canon 
 

While spirit possession was evidently popular in sarugaku noh, it was another form of kurui in 

which Zeami was most invested. On this point, we should look to his most extended discussion 

of mad roles, located amidst a broader discussion of role types in the Fūshikaden. Zeami 

 
27 For another formulation of the distinction between mai and odori, see Gunji Masakatsu, 
“Buyōron,” in Buyō, Nihon no koten geinō 6 (Heibonsha, 1970). 
28 For an in-depth analysis of such aspects of Zeami’s thought, see Thomas Blenman Hare, Zeami’s 
Style: The Noh Plays of Zeami Motokiyo (Stanford University Press, 1986). 
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introduces monogurui as “the most interesting art in our profession” before elaborating on 

monogurui in terms of its two primary causes.29 First, of course, there is spirit possession, the 

performance of which is a relatively straightforward task, as one needs primarily to focus on 

portraying the identity of the possessor: 

Regarding possession by such things as gods or buddhas, or spirits of the living or 
dead, studying the figure of the possessor offers simple guidance.30 

 
Zeami then turns to a more novel conception of madness, one that requires a higher level of 

skill and expressive complexity: 

As for emotionally driven madness caused by separation from a parent, the search 
for a child, abandonment by a husband, or being preceded in death by one’s wife, 
this is the most challenging. Even a good performer, if he does not distinguish 
between the feelings of such cases but performs the same sort of madness for all 
of them, will not excite the audience.31 
 

The connection between madness and separation, a convention that apparently originated in 

sarugaku noh, eventually came to be one of the hallmarks of the madness genre. Zeami 

continues: 

In the case of madness caused by emotions (omoi yue no monogurui), these emotions 
should be your target and the element of madness should be the flower. Putting 
your heart into the madness, you will most certainly create excitement and be 
interesting to watch. If in certain moments you are able to elicit tears with such 
skills, you will know that you rank among the highest.32 

 
Madness on account of emotion affords the skilled performer an opportunity to display through 

kurui the “flower” (hana) of performance, moments of sensory and emotional interest. Urging 

the performer to “distinguish between the feelings” of mad figures in this second category of 

 
29 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 23. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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mad roles, Zeami surfaces the potential for staging diverse forms of kurui according to differing 

social and gendered relationships. 

 The Fūshikaden’s passage on mad roles also points to another less recognized predecessor 

to madness noh located in plays whose narrative structure revolves around separation and 

reunion. In particular, Zeami’s comment about “elicit[ing] tears” as a mark of a successful 

performance gestures to madness plays’ imbrication with a somewhat ambiguous genre that 

Zeami refers to as “weeping plays” (naki sarugaku or naki nō), melodramatic plays that 

supposedly induced tears in the audience. Weeping plays appear three times in Zeami’s treatises, 

which primarily underscore their positionality within the typical series of six or seven plays in a 

program. According to Zeami, the ideal location for a weeping play is somewhat past the 

middle, number four or five, of this program. Therefore, following his application of the 

structural principle of jo-ha-kyū 序破急 to noh performance, such plays would comprise part of 

the overall acceleration of dramatic intensity—as part of the ha portion—as the program began 

to near its end.33 Zeami’s allusions to weeping plays are as follows: 

As for a weeping play (naki sarugaku), you should consider a good time to perform 
it, sometime in the middle of the performances of the subsequent day. 
(Fūshikaden)34 

 

For the fourth play, you should have a play that privileges the plot, whose 
expressive form unfolds through dialogue and argumentation. Or again, a weeping 
play (naki sarugaku) would also be beneficial here. The fourth and fifth plays should 
still be within the ha portion of the overall performance. (Kashū no uchi nukigaki, 
1418)35 

 
33 Jo-ha-kyū, literally “preface, break, fast,” is an organizational principle originating in gagaku court 
music and used in many traditional art forms. Jo refers to a more muted opening section; ha 
introduces change and sustained development; the final kyū section brings about the climactic finale. 
In noh, jo-ha-kyū is understood to apply to performance across modular levels: not only on the level 
of a program of plays, but also that of individual plays, their constituent sections, and the patterns of 
movement in a dance. 
34 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 29–30. 
35 Ibid., 68. 
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[On plays about religious entertainers (hōka)] In plays like this, the ending is often 
brought about by the reunion of parent and child, husband and wife, or siblings 
who have been searching for each other. . . . If the reunion is between parent and 
child or siblings, you should end it with a touch of the expression of a weeping play 
(naki nō). The expressive form of plays like this, for the most part, can have the 
same air and appearance as madness plays. (Sandō, 1423)36 

 
Zeami does not identify specific plays as weeping noh, but based especially on the association of 

weeping plays with the reunion of parents and children, a few scholars have speculated about 

which plays might have qualified as such. Amano Fumio offers as candidates a dozen plays, 

most of them no longer extant or performed, surmising that weeping plays centered on “non-

classical” (hikotenteki) plots set in the present day.37 He suggests as representatives of the 

weeping play genre playwrights active in roughly the generation before Zeami, such as Inuō, 

Konparu Gonnokami, Enami Uemon Goro, Kiku, and Kiami—whose affiliations span diverse 

sarugaku traditions and dengaku.38 Amano argues that madness noh must have been considered 

distinct from weeping plays, as Zeami clearly favored the madness genre. Oda Sachiko, on the 

other hand, sees madness plays as a subset of weeping noh, going so far as to refer to them as a 

prime example thereof.39 Such interpretive nuances aside, recognizing the relationship between 

weeping plays and madness noh illuminates the latter’s important connection to popularly 

oriented plays staged in the world of human affairs, complicating any notion that madness noh 

proceeded solely from plays about spirit possession. 

 
36 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 140. 
37 Amano Fumio, “‘Naki sarugaku’ kō: genryū to shiteki ichizuke,” Kokugakuin zasshi 82, no. 3 (1981): 
27–43, 41. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Oda Sachiko, “Nō no naka no ‘merodorama’: on’ai reigen nō o megutte,” Gakugekigaku (Tokyo) 2 
(1995). 
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 The changing status of weeping plays in Zeami’s lineage indicates a cementing of regard 

for restraint and refinement in performance. While elsewhere in his treatises Zeami evinces a 

distaste for theatrics in line with the melodrama of weeping plays, his own comments on the 

topic are ambivalent, suggesting an approval for weeping noh in small doses and deployed at 

opportune times—an approach not unlike the one he holds toward the performance of demons. 

However, the rhetoric of his more militant and philosophically steeped son-in-law Zenchiku in 

his treatise Shidō yōshō (1467) firmly denies the value of melodramatic performances as “old-

fashioned” (kotei 古体) in spite of their evident popularity.40 Writing on plays that clearly fall 

within the weeping genre, he repeatedly laments their “vulgarity” (shoku 俗) and in Kabu zuinōki 

(1456) states that noh centering on “the pathos between parent and child, or the duty or fate of 

warriors, are held in high regard only by the unsophisticated.”41 Nevertheless, even Zenchiku 

has one madness play with a separation and reunion plot tentatively attributed to him,42 

demonstrating that it was the style in which such plays were performed, rather than plot or 

subject matter alone, that mattered more for his and Zeami’s aesthetic approval. 

Weeping plays point to the varieties of noh performance that have been excised from the 

stage since the medieval period. Before the advent of noh plays that pivot on scenes of song and 

dance performed by the shite, as in many of Zeami’s extant plays, there were plays that offered 

alternatives to such shite-dominated noh, featuring multiple significant characters who engaged in 

dialogue on equal footing. Plays also tended to be more plot-driven than the current repertoire 

would suggest. Another example of what Ikai Takamitsu calls “un-Zeami-like” elements of 

 
40 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 420. See also Ikai Takamitsu, “‘Naki nō’ no sakugekihō: Onbō 
Soga o chūshin ni,” Nihon bungaku ronkyū 82 (2023): 11–21. 
41 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 349. 
42 The madwoman play Kamo monogurui. 
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medieval noh was the use of child performers,43 even sometimes to depict adult characters, 

presumably as a means to capitalize on the allure that beautiful young boys held for medieval 

audiences.44 On this point as well, Zeami seems to have advocated not for a complete erasure of 

young boys from the stage but rather their strategic deployment. In Sandō, he voices disdain for 

child actors in plays focalizing young boys (chigo no nō) who, in excessive displays of emotion, 

“cling to each other in tears,”45 but the regular inclusion of the character of the young son in 

madness plays surely catered to audiences’ appreciation of the youthful beauty of boy 

performers. 

Thus, madness plays in the current active repertoire, nearly all of which employ a 

separation and reunion arc, emerge from a larger and more diverse group of plays that take this 

structure. The larger noh corpus, including plays that were dropped from the repertoire in the 

early modern period (bangai 番外 plays), is populated with plays centering on separation and 

reunion and filial piety that feature resurrections and other miraculous events, adding an element 

of the marvelous to what would otherwise be conventional genzai noh, plays that focus on the 

human world.46 There are also multiple noncanonical plays that feature performance—but not 

explicitly madness—as the means to reunion.47 Finally, there are madness plays that take what 

Takemoto Mikio calls the “tonsure pattern” (shukkekei),48 such as Kashiwazaki, The Wheelbarrow 

(Tsuchiguruma), and The Madman of Kōya (Kōya monogurui) which remain in the active repertoire. In 

 
43 Ikai Takamitsu, “Zeami ga kataranakatta nō no sugata,” in Zeami no sekai: Kan’ami seitan roppyaku 
hachijūnen, Zeami seitan roppyaku gojūnen kinen (Kyōto Kanze Kai, 2014), 21. 
44 Ikai Takamitsu, “‘Naki nō’ no sakugekihō: Onbō Soga o chūshin ni,” Nihon bungaku ronkyū 82 
(2023): 11–21. 
45 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 141. 
46 For example, plays like Isomatsu 磯松, Kanemoto 兼元 (possibly Ōmi noh), and Senjuji 千手寺. 
47 For example, Hamanarashi 濱平直, Kibiki Zenkōji 木引善光寺, and Maiguruma 舞車. 
48 Takemoto Mikio, “Oya ko monogurui nō kō,” Nōgaku kenkyū: nōgaku kenkyūjo kiyō 6 (1981): 81–
122. 
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such plays, the madness of a wife or child is triggered by a man’s abandonment of his household 

to take the tonsure before the family eventually reunites. The tonsure pattern in particular 

highlights the genderedness of many separation and reunion plays, as leaving one’s family for the 

tonsure was an avenue typically open only to men. This tendency of kurui to be gendered 

female, which was already apparent in the case of spirit possession, is something that we will 

continue to see in Zeami’s writings and in notions of feminized attachment that drive a great 

number of madness plays. 

Separation and Reunion Plots and Feminized Attachment 
 

More common within the current repertoire of madness plays are separation and reunion plots 

overlaid with a Buddhist logic of salvation that unfolds via feminized attachment—namely, the 

kurui-inducing longing for a child or lover from whom a woman has been separated. Many 

madness plays in Zeami’s style follow an arc in which this attachment, while technically a 

hindrance to enlightenment, is mobilized to lead the madwoman to salvation—a religious 

principle referred to as a “reverse link” (gyakuen). Noh’s religious outlook is eclectic, freely 

incorporating the elements of diverse medieval spiritual practices, but such plays do adhere to 

the general Mahayana logic that proposes apparent categorical distinctions only to then collapse 

the very foundations on which such distinctions are made, so that, as William LaFleur puts it, 

“salvation is eventually seen to be not separate from suffering and its causes.”49 

How the logic of such reverse links powers dramatic performance is best clarified by 

example. In Mii Temple (Miidera),50 a woman’s mad search for her abducted young son leads her 

 
49 William R. LaFleur, “Zeami’s Buddhism: Cosmology and Dialectic in Nō Drama,” in The Karma of 
Words: Buddhism and the Literary Arts in Medieval Japan (University of California Press, 1983), 129. 
50 The authorship of Mii Temple is unknown. The play appears in the Kabu zuinōki (1456), so it was 
written before then. Monica Bethe and Richard Emmert describe Mii Temple as “a skillful adaptation 
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to the eponymous temple near Lake Biwa. Under the lustrous full moon, the madwoman gazes 

at the temple’s grand bell and is overcome with a desire to strike it against the protestations of 

the temple monks. This desire itself becomes an obsession for the woman, who relates a legend 

about a poet who could not find the words to finish a poem until he gazed at the moon and was 

struck with inspiration. Then, “overflowing with joy, his heart fell into disarray, sending him 

climbing up the bell tower to toll the bell. When people criticized him he responded that this 

was poetic madness (shikyō 詩狂).”51 For the woman, too, the bell mediates “poetic madness.” 

The bell’s association with the moon,52 which is prominently invoked in its Buddhist 

representation as the “moon of ultimate truth,” is employed to signify the woman’s reckoning 

with her suffering. This moment leads directly into the play’s climactic scene of song and dance, 

the kane no dan (“the bell scene”). The kane no dan contains no direct reference to the woman’s 

lost child. The woman’s words instead focus on the bell, the object on which her feelings of 

attachment have been transferred, and revolve largely around the agency of the bell’s sound in 

dispelling worldly delusions: 

The voice of the bell beckons us to enlightenment, 
resounding in the moonlight that 
startles the slumber of the hundred and eight desires 
And the dream-world of illusions 
dissolves as I strike the midnight bell. 
The clouds of the Five Obstacles clear away from me, 
and gazing at the light of the moon of ultimate truth 
I will pass the night.53 

 

 
of a model” of madwoman plays largely developed by Zeami. Monica Bethe and Richard Emmert, 
Miidera, Noh Performance Guide 3 (National Noh Theatre, 1993), 83. 
51 Itō Masayoshi, ed., Yōkyokushū, Shinsōban, vol. 3, Shinchō Nihon koten shūsei (Shinchōsha, 
2015), 272. 
52 The association also takes the form of wordplay between the words for “moon” (tsuki) and “to 
strike” (tsuku). 
53 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, 273. 
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Here, again, the bell’s connection with the moon conveys an awakening from the worldly 

delusions of which attachment is a product. The woman, in striking the bell, becomes the agent 

of “the voice of the bell [that] beckons us to enlightenment” (bodai no michi no kane no koe) and 

the recipient of the spiritual awakening it offers. 

 Central objects like Mii Temple’s bell also materialize the particular kind of feminized 

attachment that manifests as resentment (urami). In Mii Temple, the bell is again employed in the 

kuse narration scene following the kane no dan as an aural image of yearning and resentment. 

Here the madwoman describes the resentment sparked by the tolling of the morning bell, at 

which lovers must separate.54 The refrain accompanying the mother and son’s reunion at the 

conclusion of the play, however, transforms this “bell of separation” into a “bell of reunion.”55 

Similarly, in Zeami’s play The Fulling Block (Kinuta), the shite is a woman who, embittered upon 

hearing her husband’s long absence in the capital has been extended, plaintively beats a fulling 

block, which she refers to as the “fulling block of resentment” (urami no kinuta).56 Eventually 

dying without seeing her husband again, the woman persists in her attachment and is forced to 

strike incessantly at a silent fulling block in the afterlife. When her husband finally returns home 

and recites sutras for her, however, the chorus relates the efficacy of the sutras to the woman’s 

beating of the fulling block: 

 CHORUS. 
 Reciting the all-powerful Lotus Sutra, 
 reciting the all-powerful Lotus Sutra 
 The path to Buddhahood opens up before her spirit. 
 Indeed, when for a while she beat the fulling block 
 It resounded with the sutra which blossomed in her heart 
 Becoming the seed of her enlightenment, 

 
54 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, 274. 
55 Ibid., 276. 
56 Koyama Hiroshi, and Satō Ken’ichirō, eds. Yōkyokushū. 2 vols. Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku 
zenshū 58. 1997; Shōgakkan, 2007. 
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 becoming the seed of her enlightenment.57 
 
Even as she struck the fulling block in obsessive resentment of her husband, the woman is 

revealed to have planted her own “seed of enlightenment” (bodai no tane). As the bell in Mii 

Temple transforms from a symbol of attachment and separation to one of enlightenment and 

reunion, the fulling block comes to encapsulate not only longing and attachment but also 

reconciliation and salvation.58 

 By observing how these plays integrate a spiritual logic into the separation and reunion 

structure, I do not mean to argue that plays like Mii Temple or The Fulling Block are more religious 

in function or that their dramatic interest lies primarily in their religious ideas.59 The 

madwomen’s salvations in such plays are, just as with the sparse reunion scenes in the separation 

and reunion structure, more a mechanism for bringing about a happy ending than an explication 

of religious doctrine. The dramatic focal point of Mii Temple, as illustrated in the scene above, is 

not a concern with salvation or even the madwoman’s lost child, who goes unmentioned in the 

play’s defining scene. Instead, the religious language generates atmosphere: the natural and 

affective stillness of a night in which the “moon of ultimate truth” clears the “clouds” of one’s 

worldly entanglements, while the deep tolling of the temple bell reverberates with cathartic 

mourning over life’s impermanence. Like the devices of separation and reunion, the 

madwoman’s attachment to her child and her salvation function, respectively, as the impetus and 

resolution for the madwoman’s evocative performance that is the play’s main attraction. Indeed, 

 
57 Koyama and Satō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 273. 
58 For further discussions of the significance of Mii Temple’s bell and The Fulling Block’s titular object, 
see Susan B. Klein, “Woman as Serpent: The Demonic Feminine in the Noh Play Dōjōji,” in Religious 
Reflections on the Human Body, ed. Jane Marie Law (Indiana University Press, 1995). 
59 On this point, I take to heart the argument in Jay Rubin, “The Art of The Flower of Mumbo 
Jumbo,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies (Cambridge, MA) 53, no. 2 (1993): 513–41. 
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although the play incorporates culturally meaningful Buddhist logics into its staging of the 

woman’s kurui, like all madness plays it fails as pure religious messaging. In early Buddhist 

literature, as Bernard Faure has shown, mothers are depicted going mad over dead children 

before ultimately becoming enlightened by realizing the universality of death and 

impermanence.60 In noh, however, it is not a reconciliation with loss but the reunion with her 

child on the heels of a transformative journey that completes the expression of the madwoman’s 

salvation. Such improbably felicitous endings, so insisted upon in madness plays, have an 

element of the miraculous more characteristic of weeping plays, pointing again to weeping noh’s 

entanglement with madness plays. 

 As gestured to by the Mii Temple madwoman’s reference to the Five Obstacles, a 

Buddhist term for obstructions that hinder women from attaining enlightenment,61 noh often 

frames attachment as something to which women are especially predisposed. Madwomen are 

just one instantiation of this feminized delusion. At its extremes, excessive feminine attachment 

manifests in demonic form, as in the case of the resentful women who transform into demons 

in Lady Aoi (Aoi no Ue), The Iron Crown (Kanawa), and Dōjōji. In addition, noh’s monstrous 

maternal figure par excellence is the demoness Yamamba, who, while a somewhat gender-

ambiguous figure, is nevertheless marked as feminine in noh by virtue of her “delusion or 

 
60 Bernard Faure, The Power of Denial : Buddhism, Purity, and Gender (Princeton, NJ : Princeton 
University Press, 2003), 167. 
61 “Mentioned in Devadatta section of the Lotus Sutra. A woman cannot be (1) a Brahma king, (2) 
Indra, (3) the king of Hell who sits in the judgment seat, (4) a king who turns the wheel of the law—
that is, an ideal ruler in this world—or (5) a Buddha, because a woman’s basic nature is, according 
Buddhism, the very opposite of what these should be.” Karen Brazell, ed., “Miidera,” in Traditional 
Japanese Theater: An Anthology of Plays, trans. Eileen Katō (Columbia University Press, 1998), 172n23. 

http://www.loc.gov/catdir/toc/prin032/2002066257.html,%20http:/www.loc.gov/catdir/description/prin031/2002066257.html
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excessive attachment.”62 Some demonic women attain salvation at the end of noh plays and 

therefore take the same arc as madwomen, in that their attachments—after literally metamorphic 

journeys of suffering—ultimately lead them to enlightenment.6364 The fine line between feminine 

attachment that leads to madness and that which bubbles over into demonic fury testifies to a 

fascination Zeami apparently held for precarious borders that presented the opportunity for 

demonstrating one’s performance technique. 

Zeami and Kurui 
 

By the twilight of his career, Zeami was articulating a vision of kurui that was altogether distinct 

from performances in the demonic or melodramatic styles discussed earlier. By this time, 

Yamato sarugaku’s older specialty in monomane had become superseded in Zeami’s thought and 

his increasingly philosophized rhetoric by the ideals of the flower and yūgen. Moreover, kurui for 

Zeami now furnished an important means of achieving these ideals. In his treatise Shūgyoku 

tokka (1428), Zeami writes about the madwoman in noh: 

On the matter of the mad and the like, these are characters who put their shame 
on display, acting without regard for the eyes of the public, so one would think that 
they wouldn’t be included as material for our profession, but in fact this is what 

 
62 To borrow the words of celebrated female noh performer Uzawa Hisa. Rebecca L. Copeland and 
Linda C. Ehrlich, eds., “Yamamba on the Noh Stage: With Noh Actors Uzawa Hisa and Uzawa 
Hikaru,” in Yamamba: In Search of the Japanese Mountain Witch (Stone Bridge Press, 2021), 23. 
63 The demonic women attain enlightenment in Lady Aoi and in the precursor to Dōjōji titled 
Enwrapped in a Bell (Kanemaki; Susan B. Klein’s translation). See Klein, “Woman as Serpent: The 
Demonic Feminine in the Noh Play Dōjōji.” 
64 Through the hannya mask, the female demon mask used for such roles, such obsessive feminized 
resentment is connected to the figure of the serpent, which in turn encapsulates both suffering and 
salvation. The serpent has a long history in Japanese religious tales, evolving from an otherworldly 
monstrous figure to a scapegoat in Buddhist lore, to a representation of Kannon and thus a symbol 
of Buddhist salvation itself, as W. Michael Kelsey has shown (“Salvation of the Snake, the Snake of 
Salvation: Buddhist-Shinto Conflict and Resolution,” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 8, no. 1/2 
(1981): 83–113). As exemplified in its fluid form, the serpent thus approaches an embodiment of 
pharmakon, morally ambiguous as a figure of both punishment and salvation. For more on the 
relation of hannya masks to serpents see Baba Akiko, Oni no kenkyū (Sanichi shobō, 1971), 252–55. 
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sarugaku is all about. A woman, for example, might ordinarily be modest, keeping 
out of people’s sight, and this may not amount to much in terms of visual effect. 
But if she is made into a madwoman who dances, sings, and behaves eccentrically, 
her originally elegant figure will blossom with charm and allure, taking on a form 
more interesting than anything else. Therefore, an actor who achieves this level of 
performance can be said to be among the greatest.65 

 
As modeled in Mii Temple, the impact of kurui no longer resides in the tear-jerking pathos 

of separation attending mad roles as described in the Fūshikaden, but rather in drawing 

out latent elegance through song and dance. What does remain constant between this 

statement and Zeami’s early writings is the superlative language around kurui, here 

treated as an indicator of a performer who is “among the greatest” while echoing 

Zeami’s evaluation of monogurui as the profession’s “most interesting art” in the 

Fūshikaden. Kurui seems to have appealed to Zeami in affording a way to perform a 

potentially distasteful sight—women “who put their shame on display”—with a finesse 

that produces interest and beauty. In this sense, the appeal is similar in form to how 

Zeami describes the successful performance of demons as “a flower blooming out of a 

boulder,”66 or something that exceeds the spectacle of mimetic impersonation to create 

further interest in the mind of the audience. Or again, one might think of how Zeami 

describes the successful performance of old men in the Fūshikaden—an “ultimate 

achievement” that requires the performer to both embody the demeanor of an old man 

and to have the “flower,” such that the performance is like “a flower blooming from an 

ancient tree.”67 In such roles, the advanced performer could display their capacity to elicit 

 
65 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 194. 
66 Zeami, Zeami, Performance Notes, 36. 
67 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 22. 
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beauty from material that was not readily or superficially beautiful, delicately balancing 

coarseness of content and elegance of form. 

 Zeami’s description of the performance of madwomen in Shūgyoku tokka is also 

revealing with respect to his conception of kurui in relation to the sarugaku noh 

profession itself. Fundamentally at issue here are the social implications of a profession 

centering, essentially, on making oneself into a spectacle. Rendering visible the hidden 

grace of characters like madwomen, as we have seen, walked a fine line between 

performances that were tasteful and distasteful. Part of the performer’s objective, then, is 

to make the shame inherent in putting oneself on display into an exhibition of artistry. 

Zeami’s wording discloses his awareness that he himself is treading the borderline 

between reputability and marginalization in taking up characters like madwomen as 

representative roles for his troupe. He first disavows an affinity with mad roles—“one 

would think that they wouldn’t be included as material for our profession”—before 

folding this disavowal into a turn of logic that bolsters the performance of kurui. 

In arguing that “in fact this is what sarugaku is all about,” Zeami is making two 

statements, both embracing and distancing himself from sarugaku noh’s origins in 

sarugaku’s older forms, which largely consisted of mimetic and comedic skits. Here we 

must take a moment to understand Zeami’s terminology around sarugaku as expressed in 

a faux etymology in the Fūshikaden. Writing on the art form’s genesis, Zeami revises the 

less-than-flattering term sarugaku 猿楽—literally, “monkey music”—by ascribing an 

alternative rendering to the semi-legendary Prince Shōtoku.68 Reportedly, the prince 

 
68 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 39. 
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ordered a series of kagura 神楽 performances to bring peace during turbulent times. He 

then extracted the right-hand side of the character kami 神 in kagura to dub the 

performance sarugaku 申楽 (literally, “to give voice to enjoyment”69), the orthography 

that Zeami uses. Therefore, in the Shūgyoku tokka passage, Zeami is simultaneously 

making claims about sarugaku 猿楽 and sarugaku 申楽. On the one hand, he distances 

himself from older forms of sarugaku 猿楽 that were quite literally “all about” “putting 

[one’s] shame on display” to elicit laughter, giving rise to figures of speech like sarugōgoto, 

which described ridiculous and comedic acts or speech by comparing them to sarugaku. 

On the other hand, Zeami affirms sarugaku’s 申楽 origins in such an art form as a way of 

emphasizing how his preferred performance style represents the blossoming of such 

spectacle into refined performance. With Zeami harkening to sarugaku noh’s origins even 

while drawing away from them to propel his performance style forward, the passage 

bespeaks the importance of kurui as an inflection point in Zeami’s thinking around 

performance. 

A Postscript on Madmen 

Notably, discussions of kurui in Zeami’s treatises overwhelmingly focus on madwomen.70 

Of course, Zeami’s description of monogurui roles in terms of spirit possession and 

emotion in the Fūshikaden is technically gender-neutral, and a broader look at the noh 

 
69 Zeami, Zeami, Performance Notes, 49. 
70 In addition to the madwoman’s appearance in Shūgyoku tokka, madwomen are discussed under the 
rubric of female roles in the Fūshikaden, where Zeami advises on the costuming of madwomen in 
line with kusemai and shirabyōshi dancers; as roles that should be performed in the Style of Intricate 
Movement in Nikyoku santai ningyōzu; and within the discussion of the Woman’s Mode (nyotai) in 
Sandō. 
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repertoire and noncanonical plays in particular shows that some plays about mad and 

possessed men did exist. But as we have seen, existing practices and notions around 

kurui—such as spirit possession and abandonment by a spouse who takes the tonsure—

were indeed feminized, such that they comprised a cultural vocabulary around 

madwomen that more readily presented material for the highly adaptational processes of 

noh playwriting. Moreover, Zeami and Kan’ami’s high regard for the female-dominated 

performing arts of shirabyōshi and kusemai organically contributed to the figure of the 

dancing madwoman, especially as plays in Zeami’s style increasingly identified kurui with 

dance. 

The feminization of kurui in Zeami’s writings and in conceptualizations of spirit 

possession and Buddhist attachment thus now brings me to the problem of noh’s neglected 

madmen. Unlike in the case of madwomen, Zeami does not comment on the performance of 

madmen (otoko monogurui), except for associating them briefly with plays about religious 

entertainers called hōka and mentioning a few madman plays—The Madman of Tango (Tango 

monogurui), The Madman of Kōya, and The Madman of Ausaka (Ausaka monogurui)—as examples of 

an aesthetic he relates to “charismatic performers” (yūkyō 遊狂).71 Additionally, compared to 

madwomen, whose portrayals follow the logic of feminized possession and attachment 

discussed previously, it is more difficult to generalize about madmen, whose kurui is not as 

strongly bound to their gender. As with Terry Kawashima’s observations about women in early 

medieval literature, noh’s madwomen “…tended to be systematically targeted by marginalizing 

discourses because they were identified as women, unlike male figures, whose marginalization was 

 
71 For a more detailed discussion of hōka and yūkyō, see Chapter Three. 
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not contingent on their ‘maleness.’”72 Thus, there is a great variety of causes and forms of male 

kurui, much of which occurs in plays that are no longer performed. By way of closing, I will 

offer a few illustrative examples of male madness in noh before gesturing to broader issues 

around canon formation that are relevant to the dissertation at large. 

The Madman of Tango likely predated Zeami, and its relatively complex plot borders on the 

melodramatic style of earlier plays. In it, a father (shite) disowns his young son Hanamatsu upon 

hearing that he has been playing the sasara (a “bamboo scraper”) and drums rather than fully 

concentrating on his studies. The expelled Hanamatsu attempts to drown himself but is rescued 

by a passing merchant (waki). Meanwhile, the father goes mad and wanders the countryside, 

keeping the musical instruments as mementoes of his son. Eventually, father and son are 

reunited and the play ends happily. The disownment plot of The Madman of Tango, apparently 

once more prevalent in noh,73 echoes numerous other medieval cultural portrayals of disowned 

children, such as those in sekkyōbushi narratives. Like the tonsure pattern of madness plays, the 

disownment pattern is gendered: the impetus of madness here lies in the patriarchal figure who 

wields the power to disinherit his children. 

 The father’s kurui in The Madman of Tango is also distinct among noh’s madness plays. In 

the play, the father attributes his own madness to physical ailments, blaming it on “an anomaly 

of the five organs, a disturbance of the veins” that is affected by the season.7475 In addition, the 

 
72 Terry Kawashima, Writing Margins: The Textual Construction of Gender in Heian and Kamakura Japan 
(Harvard University Asia Center, 2001), 23. 
73 See Takemoto Mikio’s discussion of “banishment pattern” plots in madness plays about parents 
and children. Takemoto, “Oya ko monogurui nō kō.” 
74 Takeshi Umehara and Kiyokazu Kanze, eds., Okina to Kan’ami: nō no tanjō, Nō o yomu 1 
(Kadokawa Gakugei Shuppan, 2013), 212. 
75 Amano Fumio surmises that Seiami, the author of the original version of The Madman of Tango, was 
versed in medieval medical discourses, to which he had access by virtue of his proximity to the 
shogun. Amano Fumio, “Seiami o meguru ni, san no mondai: sono sosei to ‘Tango monogurui’ 
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play suggests that the father’s violent outburst, in which he disowned his son and which put in 

motion the play’s dramatic events, can be traced to drunkenness. After recounting his regrettable 

punishment of his son, the father says that the next day, “when my drunkenness had cleared, I 

ran out in a panic to find my child,”76 later concluding that “when I disowned him without 

thinking, this was the beginning of my madness.”77 The text thus provides a medical diagnosis, 

attributing the father’s mad state to the effects of alcohol and a breakdown in various physical 

processes—a far cry from the emotional obsession and spiritual delusion that plague 

madwomen. 

 In another example that forms a contrast with the kurui of women, Scouring Rushes 

(Tokusa) spotlights kurui as facilitating the forging of bonds between men—here, a rapturous 

state conjured by wine and company. In this play, a father (shite) has been separated from his son 

Matsuwaka, who was abducted some time ago. Matsuwaka, now traveling in the company of a 

group of monks, eventually chances across his father, although the two do not immediately 

recognize each other. The father convinces the monastic entourage to make an exception to 

their vows against alcohol to share a drink with him, referencing the Chinese legend of the 

“Three Laughs at Tiger Ravine,” in which three friends—a Buddhist monk, a Daoist, and a 

poet—gather and rejoice in their drunken camaraderie, merely laughing when the monk 

accidentally breaks his vow of hermitage while seeing the other two off.78 In the ensuing pivotal 

scene, the father invokes the related “Five Old Men Peak,”79 situated within the setting of this 

 
nado kara mita goyō yakusha toshite no kankyō,” in Zeami ga ita basho: nō taiseiki no nō to nōyakusha o 
meguru kankyō (Perikansha, 2007). 
76 Umehara and Kanze, Okina to Kan’ami: nō no tanjō, 213. 
77 Ibid., 215. 
78 Tanaka Makoto, ed., Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, Nihon koten zensho (Asaha Shinbunsha, 1957), 177. 
79 Ibid., 179. 
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story, to further conjure an atmosphere of companionship among male eccentrics. He puts on 

his son’s robes, which he has kept as a memento, and dances in drunken reverie, describing his 

own “drunken madness” (suikyō) and “drunken tears.”80 The scene’s representation of 

communal imbibing and masculine bonding continues a thematic thread from an extended 

poetic dialogue on broom trees (hahakigi) earlier in the play, evoking the “Broom Tree” chapter 

in the Tale of Genji, known for its discussion amongst a group of Genji’s male friends about what 

constitutes ideal women. Scouring Rushes thus exemplifies madman plays’ emphasis on male 

homosociality through evocations of homosocial gatherings in Chinese and Japanese literary 

traditions. 

The tonsure-pattern play The Madman of Kōya, likely by Zeami, similarly focalizes the 

homosocial monastic world of Mount Kōya. In the play, Takashi no Shirō (shite) is the guardian 

of his late Lord Hiramatsu’s young son, Shunmitsu. When Takashi and Shunmitsu go to a 

temple for the lord’s memorial, Shunmitsu slips away, leaving behind a letter in which he 

explains that he has left to take the tonsure and to spend his life praying for the salvation of his 

deceased parents. Shunmitsu is taken in at the temple complex on Mount Kōya, where one day 

he and another monk encounter Takashi, who has apparently gone mad with despair and 

yearning for his young master. The monk engages Takashi in a debate about Mount Kōya’s 

legendary founder, the monk Kūkai. Takashi then performs an impassioned dance before 

Shunmitsu comes forward. The play concludes with Takashi joining him in taking the tonsure. 

Notably, with its two central male characters each acting out of loyalty for Lord Hiramatsu, the 

play gestures to a broader pattern of gendered desire in the diverse repertoire of male madness 

plays: while madwomen always pursue a male figure, madmen pursue other men. In The Madman 

 
80 Ibid. 



 

50 
 

of Kōya, Lord Hiramatsu and Kūkai—the latter of whom is said to have never died but to remain 

sealed away in a cave in deep meditation—embody a tangible absence which dramatizes the 

homosocial desire that binds men together, even while the play evinces an anxiety over the 

vulnerability of these bonds. 

Changes to the ending of The Madman of Kōya in the early modern period are also 

suggestive of noh’s shifting reception. Although the bittersweet version described above is still 

performed by the Hōshō and Kita schools, the Kanze school now performs an alternate version 

created in the eighteenth century. In the ending of this version, Shunmitsu decides not to go 

through with taking the tonsure and returns home to take over his father’s estate. This change 

evinces a concern with inheritance and maintenance of the patrilineal line indicative of broader 

social preoccupations during the early modern period. Scholars have suggested that, during the 

same period, The Madman of Tango fell out of favor with Tokugawa authorities because the 

father-son strife it dramatizes ran counter to Confucian values that were becoming officially 

entrenched at the time.81 The Madman of Kōya, it seems, ran into similar challenges, its alternate 

ending representing an effort to keep a place for it in the repertoire in the face of social and 

political change. 

  As hinted at through The Madman of Kōya’s looming but invisible patriarchs Lord 

Hiramatsu and Kūkai, broader patterns among noh’s stagings of male attachment evince an 

avoidance of spectacle of the corporeal male body. This is most apparent in the fact that male 

attachment, especially when it is directed toward a woman, generally manifests only after death. 

Thus, there are a number of plays in which the ghost of a man appears in order to seek release 

 
81 Umehara Takeshi, “Tango monogurui: otoko monogurui to Zeami,” in Zeami no koi (Kadokawa 
Gakugei Shuppan, 2012), 129–30. 
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from attachment to a woman or to take vengeance on her.82 The living bodies of men, it would 

seem, are less volatile than those of women, whose desire for male figures transforms them into 

madwomen or demons. This need to stage male attachment at a remove appears somewhat 

paradoxical given that noh performers’ profession revolves around putting the (usually male) 

body on display, as Zeami notes in Shūgyoku tokka. Notably, most madman plays are performed 

with the face exposed (hitamen 直面), making them (according to Zeami) a doubly difficult role 

because they combine the advanced techniques of monogurui and hitamen.83 Aside from this high 

threshold for success in performing madmen, there was moreover perhaps an anxiety over this 

very proximity of male noh performers to the shite of these plays—men whose spectacles of 

themselves had the potential to veer close to the unpalatable association of performance with 

madness illustrated in the Taiheiki episode mentioned at the outset of this chapter. As we have 

seen, Zeami’s approach to performing kurui according to a more restrained choreography aimed 

to transform this affinity between madness and performance. To be clear, the aim was not to 

erase this affinity but rather to skillfully maintain kurui’s captivating qualities as a phenomenon 

that offered an expanded repertoire of movement, embodied transformation, and poetic 

atmosphere. 

Madman plays offer a glimpse into the diversity of madnesses and of the noh repertoire 

at large in Zeami’s time. In contrast to madwoman plays, a great number of which are still 

performed today, there is only one madman play performed with any regularity, The Madman of 

Kōya. This is in part the result of the codification of a canonical repertoire in the Edo period. 

During this time, noh troupes were periodically required to submit to shogunal authorities lists 

 
82 For example, Aya no tsuzumi, Funabashi, Kayoi Komachi, Koi no omoni, and Nishikigi. 
83 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 24. 
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of plays they could perform on demand (kakiage). Given the risk of punishment, the troupes 

were conservative with regard to the plays they listed, resulting in a whittled-down official 

repertory. From a teleological perspective, these plays are now noncanonical, but we should take 

to heart Dōmoto Masaki’s reminder that “there is no such thing as ‘bangai’ in Japanese classical 

drama.”84 Of course, no one wrote plays with an awareness that these plays were outside of a 

canon, nor were bangai plays necessarily considered to be of lesser quality or relevance until the 

modern era.85 The competing ideas about how to stage spirit possession, madness, and family 

dramas that I have surveyed in this chapter point to a more expansive range of noh’s artistic 

expression in the medieval period, during which there was not yet a firmly consolidated idea of 

what noh should look like. This was a time long before Zeami was enshrined among Japan’s 

great artists, when his voice was not automatically accorded privilege among noh’s playwrights 

and performers. Zeami’s treatises on performance aesthetics were not the committing of stable 

ideas and practices to ink and paper. Rather, they were polemical articulations of what ought to 

distinguish Yamato sarugaku’s performance style. Likewise, rather than a universal concept, kurui 

in noh was the product of varied realms of discourse assembled in ways specific to noh. And 

here in turn, as evident in Zeami’s writings, kurui continued to shape-shift. 

 
84 Dōmoto Masaki, “Bangai kyoku kenkyū josetsu,” Geinōshi Kenkyū (Kyoto), 1-14, no. 94 (1963), 1. 
85 Compared to the approximately two hundred fifty plays that continue to be performed in today’s 
noh theaters, it is estimated that there were at least three thousand plays in circulation between the 
Muromachi and Edo periods. What is more, even with the noh repertory’s gradual codification in 
the Edo period, a burgeoning print culture led to the increased circulation of a great variety of play 
texts. One Edo anthology, for example, contained five hundred plays and functioned as a literary 
reference work. Dōmoto, “Bangai kyoku kenkyū josetsu,” 2–3. 
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     Self-Possessed: The Performance of Madness as Metatheater 

Theatrical performance has been widely remarked upon as an experience of doubling, in 

which performers, as Richard Schechner has put it, are both “not themselves” and “not not 

themselves.”1 In addition to this doubling from the perspective of the performer, who 

simultaneously inhabits both their own body and that of the character they enliven onstage, a 

double vision is required from the spectator who beholds both performer and performed. As an 

element inherent to the theatrical experience, this doubleness often goes largely unnoticed. It is, 

after all, a mode performer and spectator must enter for an event to be theatrical in the first 

place. 

Sometimes, however, theater’s latent doubleness announces its presence, becoming 

particularly legible through some aspect of performance. This is the case in noh plays that depict 

spirit possession and its related phenomenon of emotionally driven madness, where doubling is 

not merely present as part of the theatrical apparatus but is also spotlighted in the events of a 

given play. In stagings of spirit possession, the doubling process becomes a tripling, with the 

performer portraying both a possessed character and a possessing spirit simultaneously. In 

Zeami’s time, eccentric behavior in noh plays underwent a transformation that registered new 

developments in how such eccentricity was conceptualized. While before the medieval period 

kurui as strange or wild behavior was attributed to spirit possession, medieval noh increasingly 

attributed it to personal obsession, usually with the loss of a lover or child. Depictions of this 

new form of kurui revolved around a dance performed by the mad figure, usually a madwoman. 

Distinguished from the rest of the play as a scene comprising a performance within a 

 
1 Richard Schechner, Between Theater and Anthropology. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1985, 6. 
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performance, the mad dance represented a reconfiguration of the theatrical doubling central to 

portrayals of spirit possession. The process of this reconfiguration and its theatrical implications 

are the focus of this chapter. These specific concerns lead me to adjust my terminology: in this 

chapter, I use the term “madness” to refer specifically to kurui caused by emotion in order to 

draw a distinction with kurui caused by spirit possession.  

To bring such implications to light, I engage with spirit possession and madness in noh 

as instances of metatheater. While metatheater at its most basic can be used simply to describe 

“a play within a play,” its conceptual utility lies in its capacity more generally to put into relief the 

constructed nature of theater and to index a self-awareness on the part of playwrights and 

performers. Put broadly, metatheater refers to any element of the theatrical experience that 

brings attention to theater as theater—although what such self-reflexivity in turn accomplishes 

varies widely according to context.2 Spirit possession and madness in noh both make legible the 

doubleness inherent to theater by bringing attention to the simultaneous embodiment of 

multiple identities at the core of the theatrical medium. The enduring inclusion of both what we 

 
2 Although originally constrained almost entirely to discussions of Shakespeare, debates around 
metatheater have since emanated outward to include theaters of classical antiquity, Chinese drama 
(chuanqi) in the Ming and Qing, and 20th-century political theaters from Britain to Nigeria. While, as 
this range suggests, metatheatrical aspects can be found in a great variety of theatrical traditions, the 
early modern and 20th-century stages have attracted a large proportion of the scholarship on 
metatheater owing to metatheater’s particular prominence in these eras of marked social, political, 
and technological change. Scholars have pointed to the emergence of print in early modern Europe 
and China, for example, as a monumental development that reoriented audiences’ relationship to the 
world of the stage. Across a number of early modern contexts, a prevalent approach has been to 
show how metatheatrical play elements brought into focus the theatrical nature of the world of the 
audience, calling on spectators to examine themselves as characters on the world stage. In contrast 
to this notion of theatrum mundi, which seeks to expose the illusory nature of world of the audience, 
metatheater in the 20th century, as epitomized by Brecht’s “alienation effect,” emphasized a 
disillusionment with the world of the theater, calling into question its representational abilities and 
revealing the instability of fixed forms, often to political ends. For a useful overview of scholarly 
approaches to metatheater, see the introduction in Mary Ann Frese Witt, Metatheater and Modernity: 
Baroque and Neobaroque (Madison, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2013). 
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now distinguish as spirit possession and madness under the umbrella of the same term, kurui, 

points to how these concepts existed on a continuum in medieval Japan even as new 

understandings of kurui emerged. Noh’s stagings of madness, I argue, came to refashion the 

inherent metatheatricality of spirit possession in a way that not only comments on the 

madwoman’s role as performer but also, importantly, on her awareness of this role. Examining 

how this metatheatrical shift occurred even as certain dramatic and conceptual continuities 

between spirit possession and madness were maintained illuminates medieval notions of theater 

and performance, revealing important ways in which medieval modes of spectatorship differed 

from our own. 

Metatheater 

Since the term’s coinage by Lionel Abel in 1963,3 metatheater has provided the framework for 

an ever-expanding body of scholarly work on the numerous means by which theater 

acknowledges its own status as theater. In ways both latent and overt, metatheatrical elements 

bring attention to the theatrical realm as something constructed and spectated. The most widely 

identified form of metatheater is that of the “theater within theater,” which includes, but is not 

limited to, the “play within the play.” In this form, a theatrical event is performed within the 

world of the play, thereby generating an additional layer of representation in which characters 

spectated by us, the audience, themselves become theatrical spectators. I treat the mad dance 

that conventionally forms the climax of madness plays as an instance of this type of metatheater, 

as it comprises a performance within a performance. Closely related to theater within theater is 

 
3 Lionel Abel, Metatheatre: A New View of Dramatic Form (New York: Hill and Wang, 1963). 
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the metatheatrical form of “role-playing within the role,”4 in which a character in the play takes 

on an additional role or persona within the theatrical realm, through such means as disguise, or, 

as I will discuss later, becoming possessed. These two metatheatrical forms, theater within 

theater and role-playing within the role, are of primary importance to my argument in this 

chapter.  

It is worth noting that metatheater is an expansive concept that has eluded scholarly 

consensus, although this does not detract from its usefulness as a framework for approaching 

problems of performance and spectatorship. Additional commonly identified metatheatrical 

elements include those that further expose the theatrical apparatus by bringing attention to the 

craft of playwriting, producing a play, or acting; metatheater also occurs when characters 

acknowledge, directly or indirectly, that they are in a play.5 Beyond this, other approaches to 

metatheater have emphasized how it reveals layers of communication within plays and the 

semiotic systems of the theater. Finally, a somewhat smaller number of scholars has put forward 

intertextuality as a kind of metatheater, according to the logic that intertextual references place a 

play in a preexisting tradition of fictitious theatrical or literary worlds and therefore point to the 

play’s own fictionality.6 Thus, metatheater can take a great number of forms, which, as Richard 

Hornby notes, often work in tandem and blend together; this ambiguity has produced as many 

definitions and taxonomies of metatheater as there have been scholars who have written about 

 
4 See Richard Hornby’s discussion of role playing within the role in Drama, Metadrama, and Perception 
(Lewisburg, NJ: Bucknell University Press, 1986). Mark Ringer also takes up role playing within the 
role extensively in Electra and the Empty Urn: Metatheater and Role Playing in Sophocles (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina press, 1998). 
5 In modern theatrical forms that presuppose the rigid distinction between stage and audience, the 
most recognizable instance of this is a character’s direct address of the audience, or “breaking the 
fourth wall.” 
6 See for example, Hornby (1986) and Chiara Thumiger, “On Ancient and Modern (Meta)Theatres: 
Definitions and Practices,” Materiali e Discussioni per l’analisi Dei Testi Classici, no. 63 (2009): 9–58. 
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it. Rather than seek to define metatheater, then, this chapter employs metatheater as a tool for 

elucidating the relationship between performance and kurui in medieval Japan. Fundamentally, I 

am interested in how metatheater, whatever form it may take, constitutes a shift in the boundary 

between the realms of a play and its audience, and by extension, a renegotiation of the 

relationship between performer and spectator, gesturing to how the theatrical experience is 

conceived in a given social and cultural context. 

 To maintain clarity, I delineate as much as possible between metatheatrical aspects that 

are inherent to noh as a medium and those which are explicitly foregrounded in plays, making 

the latter my focus. Many scholars describe metatheater in terms of its ability to compel 

audiences to “see double” or put on a “double vision.” But, as suggested at this chapter’s 

opening, any theatrical performance essentially entails such a double vision. Moreover, even in 

the most verisimilar style, no theatrical performance is a mere snapshot of life, and there are 

always elements in which the performance speaks, however subtly, of its own constructedness. 

In short, as Chiara Thumiger asserts, “the theatrical experience . . . is therefore inherently 

‘metatheatrical.’”7 Any noh performance is inherently metatheatrical in that noh, as a non-

mimetic theater, makes little attempt to conceal its theatrical apparatus or status as performance 

more broadly, and it is highly intertextual. Non-mimetic representation and intertextuality were, 

however, dominant aesthetic modes in premodern Japan, so they would not have struck 

medieval audiences as particularly noteworthy. Noh is non-mimetic, not anti-mimetic, and its 

modes of representation did not impose a Brechtian alienation on medieval audiences. 

 
7 Thumiger, “On Ancient and Modern (Meta)Theatres,” 13. 
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Therefore, it is on those metatheatrical elements that would have been especially legible as 

spotlighted moments or innovations to medieval audiences that I direct my attention.8 

The Metatheatricality of Spirit Possession 
 
To understand medieval noh’s metatheatrical innovations, we must first address noh’s long-

standing preoccupation with the essentially metatheatrical figure of the ghost. As re-

embodiments of a life now past who blur the boundary between life and death, ghosts 

encapsulate the ability of the theater to negotiate differing spheres of perception in moments 

where it thematizes itself. In her work on southern drama (chuanqi) in Ming and Qing China, 

Judith Zeitlin argues that ghosts on the stage “lend themselves especially well to metatheatrical 

interpretation because they lay bare the most fundamental convention of theater, that of the 

actor’s doubleness—the experience of playing another and bringing this character to life on 

stage.”9 Plays that feature ghosts, Zeitlin contends, reveal explicitly what theater, as a 

reanimation of people and experiences from the past, already always does. Beyond embodying 

this fundamentally metatheatrical ghostliness, ghosts in noh are metatheatrical in that they are 

always mediated through an additional layer of representation or perception. In noh 

performance, as in premodern literature in Japan more broadly, ghosts are not typically shown 

appearing as ghosts directly to their observers. More commonly, ordinarily invisible spirits make 

themselves known by possessing a living person and speaking through them. The telltale signs 

of possession included changes in countenance or voice and spasmodic, contorted movements, 

 
8 Cf. Stephen Purcell, “Are Shakespeare’s Plays Always Metatheatrical?,” Shakespeare Bulletin 36, no. 1 
(Spring 2018): 19–35. In Purcell’s approach, “metatheatricality cannot be a constant state: it is always 
the result of a shift in the ways in which the two planes [the “Here and Now” of reality and the 
“Then and There” of fiction] relate to each other” (33). 
9 Judith T. Zeitlin, The Phantom Heroine: Ghosts and Gender in Seventeenth-Century Chinese Literature 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2007), 134. 
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and practices of ritual possession incorporated music and dance. Inherently spectacular, spirit 

possession was a theatrical event even before gaining an additional layer of theatricality on the 

stage. 

 Possession played a significant role in life in premodern Japan, where it was recognized 

as the means by which gods or spirits of the dead communicated with the human world. People 

could also be possessed by deceptive and conniving creatures such as foxes and tengu goblins, 

causing outlandish or erratic behavior. Regarding the communicative type of possession, several 

ritualistic strands in sarugaku noh’s early development illuminate how noh was enmeshed with 

practices that invoked the presence of the dead or otherwise facilitated engagement with entities 

ghostly or divine existing beyond the purview of the everyday. Many scholars have pointed to 

noh’s partial origins in the ritualistic dances of mediums (miko), noting their shared movement 

characteristics. In ritual settings, mediums are thought to have invited spirits or deities to possess 

them by dancing in a circular pattern while sliding their feet close to the ground, similarly to 

what came to be the basic movement pattern of dance in noh.10 Noh’s possible precursors also 

included the activities of jushi 呪師, performers who participated in apotropaic rites at temple 

festivals marking the new year.11 It has been hypothesized that jushi performed an imitation of 

the rites performed within the temple “to make externally visible (gezō) to ordinary people the 

spiritual events that were conjured up in secret esoteric purification rituals,”12 suggesting a 

pointed presence of metatheater—in the sense of a performance depicting a performance—even 

in traditions predating sarugaku noh. While it is impossible to trace precise degrees of influence 

 
10 For more on this, see Gunji Masakatsu, “Buyōron,” in Buyō, Nihon no koten geinō 6 (Tokyo: 
Heibonsha, 1970), 65–82. 
11 Noel J. Pinnington, A New History of Medieval Japanese Theatre: Noh and Kyōgen from 1300 to 1600 
(Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 33–40. 
12 Pinnington, A New History of Medieval Japanese Theatre, 34. 
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by such forms on sarugaku noh, it is clear that an intimate connection between ritual and 

performing arts leading up to the medieval period encompassed noh’s development.13 Emerging 

from, among other things, performance practices aimed at supplication of the gods as well as 

purification and exorcism of malevolent forces, noh retained ritualistic elements even as 

premodern performing arts gained independence from ritual settings.14 

 Whether the possessing entity is a ghost, deity, or fantastic creature, theatrical instances 

of possession offer the performer an opportunity to showcase feats of impersonation that hinge 

on evoking multiple divergent identities at once. In some plays, the dramatic appeal of such 

moments derives from a layering of genders. For example, in Komachi on the Stupa (Sotoba 

Komachi), a play attributed to Zeami’s father Kan’ami and revised by Zeami, a woman (Ono no 

Komachi) is possessed by the ghost of a man (her spurned lover General Fukakusa), with the 

performer’s gender contributing a further layer.15 This is a rare occurrence in plays in the current 

repertoire, which for the most part follow Zeami’s injunction against cross-gender possession in 

his treatise Fūshikaden. Zeami, whose aesthetic ideals revolved around the evocation of unified 

poetic imagery and appealed to restrained aristocratic tastes over “unrefined” spectacle, cautions 

that “the worst thing of all is to have a madwoman possessed by a warring spirit from the asura 

realm or by a demon . . . or a madman possessed by a woman,” calling such roles “disagreeable 

to the eye.”16 But the vast body of noncanonical plays hints at a wider prevalence of such plays 

 
13 See, for example, Matsuo Kōichi, Girei kara geinō e: kyōsō, hyōi, dōke (Tokyo: Kadokawa, 2011). 
14 Even today, noh is performed at shrines at the New Year and on other occasions as a divine 

offering (hōnō nō 奉納能), although one can debate the difference in significance of such practices in 

a contemporary context in comparison to a premodern one. 
15 For example, in the bangai play Inari (also called Izumi Shikibu) the ghost of a man spurned by the 
court lady Izumi Shikibu comes back to possess her daughter. 
16 Omote Akira and Katō Shūichi, eds., Zeami, Zenchiku, Nihon shisō taikei 24 (Tokyo: Iwanami 
Shoten, 1974), 23. All translations are mine unless otherwise noted. 



 

61 
 
 

in medieval sarugaku noh, against which Zeami was positioning himself. In one such example, 

the bangai play Chōkyō Temple (Chōkyōji), a man becomes possessed by not one but two 

otherworldly beings in quick succession.17 When a novice monk named Suieki at Chōkyō 

Temple suddenly becomes possessed one day, a priest questions the possessing spirit about its 

identity, to which the spirit responds that he is a former benefactor of the temple. He then adds 

that: 

 Because of a karmic bond, I have become a serpent. And there is something that causes  
me extreme suffering: the great tengu who lives on Mount Iwaki over there often comes  
to wage war with me. But I cannot defeat him unless I have my heirloom sword.18 
 

To this, the priest responds that he will see that the sword is handed over as requested. But then, 

the possessed monk’s demeanor suddenly changes. 

SUIEKI. 
Hey, who do you think is here speaking to you now? 

PRIEST. 
His countenance has changed yet again. 
 
ATTENDANT MONK. 
Indeed, it looks as if another has come to speak with us. 
 
SUIEKI. 
Listen up, all of you! I am none other than the great tengu who lives on Mount Iwaki. As  

punishment for a past life, I was destined to battle this man who became a  
serpent.19 
 

The tengu proceeds to attempt to convince the monks not to entrust the serpent with the all-

powerful sword.  

 
17 Chōkyō Temple is attributed in the Nōhon sakusha chūmon (1524) to Yajirō (Kanze Nagatoshi, 1488–
1541). It is, as evident from these dates, a later play than many of the others discussed in this 
chapter, emphasizing the fact that the development of kurui was not simply a linear transition from 
spirit possession to madness. Rather, medieval sarugaku noh, as an evolving art form, encompassed a 
broad range of plays and competing performance styles. 
18 Haga Yaichi, Kōchū yōkyoku sōsho, vol. 2 (Tokyo: Hakubunkan, 1914), 590. 
19 Haga, Kōchū yōkyoku sōsho, 591. 
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While the details of how Chōkyō Temple was performed have been lost, it is likely that this 

scene centered on the mimetic ability of the performer playing the possessed man, who 

demonstrated skill in executing vocal and facial variations to convey the dueling presences 

possessing Suieki.20 Here again, one catches a glimpse of alternative modes of noh performance 

in the medieval period that diverged from Zeami’s warning to performers not to make a 

spectacle of the face, diverging as well from the persistently stoic expressions of today’s noh 

performers.21 As Mark Ringer argues regarding the effect of metatheatrical scenes in Greek 

tragedy, audiences in such moments were invited “to appreciate the airy bubble of their [the 

actors’] mimetic skills while maintaining awareness of the craft underlying their presentations.”22 

In such cases, the greater the discrepancy between the possessing entity and the possessed 

person, the greater the potential for a display of virtuosity. The spectacle of Chōkyō Temple’s 

possession scene derives from a metatheatrical shift in perception, where the audience’s 

attention is drawn to the theatricality of the performer’s role-playing and to the art of 

impersonation (monomane) more generally. 

A sense of spectacle is also foregrounded in the possession scene in Two Shizukas (Futari 

Shizuka), which culminates in a perfectly synchronized paired dance (aimai 相舞) performed by a 

possessed woman and the spirit of the legendary dancer Lady Shizuka, who possesses her. The 

scene begins when a woman picking greens in service of a shrine (tsure) tells the priest about a 

“mysterious” (fushigi) encounter earlier that day, in which a strange woman requested memorial 

prayers for her own repose. 

 
20 I am indebted to Yamanaka Reiko for conversations about bangai noh plays involving spirit 
possession, including Chōkyō Temple. 
21 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 22. 
22 Ringer, Electra and the Empty Urn, 8. 
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WOMAN PICKING GREENS. 
I thought the woman’s words were untruthful, so I considered not telling you, but . . . 
What do you mean, “untruthful”? How heartless—to think that my appeal to you was in  

vain! “Untruthful,” you say! From a distance, you might take the blossoms of  
Yoshino to be clouds, but if you come closer you see that what appeared to be 
clouds were in fact cherry blossoms. Oh, how I resent your doubt! 
 

PRIEST. 
How extraordinary! What a mysterious event. How is it that you have become crazed like  

this? What kind of person is possessing you? Please tell me their name, and I will  
devote myself to memorial prayers for them.23 

 
WOMAN PICKING GREENS. 
What do I have to hide? I am one who used to serve Yoshitsune. 

 
PRIEST. 
Among the many who served Yoshitsune, could you be he who was with him until his  

last moments at Koromogawa—Kanefusa? 
 

WOMAN PICKING GREENS. 
Kanefusa quietly cared for Yoshitsune’s remains, then slit his own stomach and leapt into  

the flames. His loyalty was especially moving, but I am not he. In truth, I am a  
woman. I accompanied Yoshitsune to this mountain, where he left me behind,  
soaking my sleeves with tears of unending love. 
 

CHORUS. 
I shyly start to utter my name, but I am ashamed. 
 
PRIEST. 
Could you be Lady Shizuka? If you are Shizuka, you are renowned as a skilled dancer.  

Please, dance for us. Then I will devote myself to memorial prayers for you.24     
       

Following this dialogue there is an onstage costume change in which Shizuka’s spirit, through 

the shrine maiden, tells the monk to bring her old dancing robes which have been stored in the 

shrine. The performer depicting the possessed woman is then joined by the shite in identical 

 
23 The identity-guessing dialogue was a popular device in possession scenes (see also, for example, 
the extended such dialogue in the bangai play Kurikara otoshi, where the waki attempts to discern 
which Tales of the Heike personage is possessing a woman in his household). In such scenes, the 
waki’s role as onstage surrogate for the audience is amplified as both waki and audience are in 
suspense as to the spirit’s identity. 
24 Itō Masayoshi, ed., Yōkyokushū, vol. 3 (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 2015), 184–85. 



 

64 
 
 

costume: Lady Shizuka herself. The two then perform the same dance side by side, in a virtuosic 

display of synchronization made all the more challenging by the fact that each performer is 

masked and therefore has no peripheral vision through which to keep sight of the other’s 

movements.  

Two Shizukas also capitalizes on movements between temporalities and levels of 

perception to enhance the complexity of its possession scene. The idiosyncratic nature of this 

scene is compounded by the apparent discrepancy between the perspective of the theater 

audience, who can see the performer portraying Shizuka, and the priest in the waki role, whose 

ability to see Shizuka’s spirit is uncertain and who speaks directly only to the woman who is 

possessed by her. While the waki’s perspective in relation to that of the theater audience is 

ambiguous, the play does reinforce the waki’s function as onstage spectator in his overlap with 

the figure of the 12th-century military commander Yoritomo, who in an infamous episode is 

said to have captured Shizuka and commanded her to dance for him at the Tsurugaoka 

Hachiman Shrine. The priest’s instructions to the possessed woman to dance resonate with the 

words of Yoritomo’s command, related by Shizuka’s spirit: “You, Shizuka, are a skilled dancer; 

come, dance for us!”25 The analogous positions of the priest and Yoritomo as witnesses to 

Shizuka’s dance dissolve the boundary between past and present, highlighting how memory is 

reinscribed across the many noh plays that revolve around reanimations of the past through the 

words of the dead. As with the paired dance, which makes visible the doubleness characterizing 

spirit possession and theatrical performance more broadly, what is novel here is not the 

evocation of memory itself but its hyper-legibility. 

 
25 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, 187. 
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The metatheatrical innovation of Two Shizukas’ doubled dance hints at the world beyond 

the play, to audience tastes and cultural forces shaping the play’s reception. Yamanaka Reiko has 

surmised that an earlier form of the play featured only the woman possessed by Shizuka, and 

that Shizuka’s portrayal by a separate performer was a later addition. She posits that this 

adaptation was done by Zeami’s nephew On’ami, who is listed in a program for a 1464 

fundraising performance as the main performer in the first recorded instance of the play title 

Futari Shizuka.26 As Yamanaka suggests, On’ami, by then a mature performer in his sixties, may 

well have been performing alongside his son Matasaburō, who was at that time the head of the 

Kanze troupe. The appeal here would have lain in the sight of the two generations dancing in 

tandem—and possibly with a hint of father-son rivalry.27 The explicitly thematized doubleness in 

Two Shizukas would have made sense, too, from the perspective of a number of other 

performance practices informing sarugaku noh. Kanai Kiyomitsu points out that it was common 

not only for shirabyōshi dancers like Shizuka but also for bugaku dancers and mediums to perform 

in twos.28 The difference between a single performer and two performers—that is, between one 

and multiple— appears to have been of some consequence in the world of premodern 

performance. Apart from the aesthetic contrast between a solo and a group performance, this 

difference was also one between a solitary entity and an affiliate with a troupe or guild. Building 

on Mizuhara Hajime’s argument that performers in The Tales of the Heike often allude to the 

existence of absent companions as a method not only of collecting additional alms but also of 

 
26 Yamanaka Reiko, “‘Futari Shizuka’ no kotai—‘Hitori Shizuka’ no kanōsei o megutte,” in Ronshū 
chūsei no bungaku, ed. Kubota Jun, vol. 2 (Tokyo: Meiji Shoin, 1994), 230–51. 
27 This is still a practice. For example, the father-son duo Udaka Michishige and Udaka Tatsushige of 
the Kongō school performed Two Shizukas together in 2013. 
28 Kanai Kiyomitsu, “Sakuhin Kenkyū ‘Futari Shizuka,’” Kanze 54, no. 3 (1987): 20–26. 
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claiming legitimacy,29 Kanai suggests that the addition of the performer playing Shizuka was a 

way for sarugaku noh troupes to invoke the presence of the legendary cultural heroine and thus 

to encourage additional donations at fundraising performances. As in Chōkyō Temple, Two 

Shizukas’ theatrical innovations appealed to audiences through a spectacle that highlighted the 

performance’s theatricality rather than by obscuring it. The play’s central paired dance brought 

attention to the skill and identity of the two performers. Furthermore, the dance underscored, 

through its focus on the pair’s synchronization, its own status as rehearsed choreography rather 

than the transparent medium through which to view a fictive world. Two Shizukas’ distinctive 

staging of possession thus gestured to noh as craft and technique as a means of vying for 

audiences’ financial support in a competitive environment. 

Dream Visions and Dances of Transfer: Metatheatrical Innovations between Spirit 
Possession and Madness 
 
While depictions of spirit possession like those above furnished the original means of 

embodying the dead in sarugaku noh,30 from Zeami’s time onward ghosts also came to be staged 

through the perceptual filter of dream in a type of play called the “dream-vision” (mugen 夢幻) 

play. Perhaps the most influential metatheatrical innovation in noh, the dream-vision play pivots 

around a scene that unfolds within the dream of the character in the waki role, who is often a 

traveling priest. In the dream, the shite, who appeared earlier in disguise as a living person, 

reveals themselves as they were when they were alive. The dream-vision structure enables a kind 

 
29 Mizuhara Hajime, “Goze kō: takada goze o megutte,” in Heike monogatari no keisei (Tokyo: Katō 
Chūdōkan, 1971), 393–97. 
30 Omote Akira and Takemoto Mikio, Nōgaku no densho to geiron, Iwanami kōza: Nō kyōgen 2 (Tokyo: 
Iwanami Shoten, 1988), 41. 
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of metatheatricality with which noh has come to be intimately identified, constituting the 

structure of many of the most renowned noh plays.31   

The dream-vision structure in part emerged from the religious environment in which 

noh had roots. Matsuoka Shinpei has identified structural similarities between dream-vision noh 

plays and earlier setsuwa tales that depicted ghosts of the dead narrating their past and asking for 

memorial rites, arguing that noh harkens back to the activities of evangelistic holy men (kanjin 

hjiri).32 Such figures traveled around the provinces soliciting funds for temples, often performing 

some type of entertainment as well as offering memorial rites for the deceased. According to 

Matsuoka, the enduring theme of memorializing the dead in noh plays was an outgrowth of such 

early beginnings in religiously oriented performance. Performance itself was often seen as a 

means of promoting the rebirth in paradise of the dead as well as the living, as in the famous 

case of the holy man Ippen’s nenbutsu dance, in which his followers performed a 

circumambulating dance while reciting the Amida Buddha’s name.33 The memorial rites 

requested by ghosts in noh plays thus evoke those that informed the development of noh’s 

crucial dream-vision play structure. Such memorial rites, as enacted in noh, aimed to both save 

the dead and pacify potentially disruptive spirits. 

 
31 The dream-vision play is a favorite example of non-Western metatheater among theater scholars 
working outside of Japan studies: Hornby (1986) identifies the dream vision in noh as a play within a 
play, for example, and Marvin Carlson takes up dream-vision noh in his discussion of theatrical 
“ghostliness,” a concept intertwined with metatheater. Such references are indeed apt, but these 
scholars tend to assume that all noh is dream-vision noh, neglecting the other important types of 
metatheater in noh on which this chapter focuses. See Marvin A. Carlson, The Haunted Stage: The 
Theatre as Memory Machine (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001). 
32 Matsuoka Shinpei, “Mugen nō no hassei: kanjin nō no toposu,” in Utage no shintai: basara kara 
Zeami e (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 2004), 79–114. 
33 Matsuoka, “Mugen nō no hassei.” 
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Memorialization is the core concern in the dream-vision play Wind in the Pines 

(Matsukaze), in which a ghosts of two sisters, Matsukaze and Murasame, appeal to an itinerant 

monk for memorial prayers to release them from their worldly attachments (shūshin 執心)—a 

primary obstruction to Buddhist salvation—which revolve around their once-lover Yukihira. 

Later, the monk has a dream in which Matsukaze dons Yukihira’s keepsake robe and, 

transformed by her memories of him, performs an impassioned dance. Whereas in plays like Two 

Shizukas wearing the robes of the deceased indicates possession by that person’s spirit, Wind in 

the Pines stops short of prescribing this interpretation, as Yukihira does not directly speak in the 

play. Wind in the Pines, which was a substantial revision by Zeami of an earlier play by Kan’ami, 

contains elements both of earlier theatrical methods of representing ghosts and of the emergent 

device of the dream. In the dream, not only could ghosts appear directly in embodied form, but 

they themselves could evoke the presence of those they mourned. They could thus create an 

additional temporal sphere inside a dream that was itself already framed within the present. 

As in dream-vision plays at large, Wind in the Pines spotlights an evocation of the past that 

transforms perception for both play audience and for characters within the play, facilitating this 

particularly through a dance referred to in noh plays as an utsurimai 移り舞い—literally, a “dance 

of transfer.” The term’s root verb utsuru 移る (to move or transfer) expresses the sense of one’s 

likeness transferring to another via the process of imitation, but utsurimai can also be written 

with a different character meaning “to possess.”34 The double valence of the term therefore 

allows for the possibility of interpreting Matsukaze’s dance as either a possession by Yukihira’s 

 
34 Utsurimai can thus alternatively be rendered as 憑り舞い. Kodera Yūkichi, “Utsurimai no igi,” in 

Nihon no buyō (Tokyo: Sōgensha, 1941), 142–47. 
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spirit, as previously discussed conventions would suggest,35 or as an imitative recollection of 

him, in which his robe would be functioning as costume within the realm of the play.36 The 

telegraphed theatricality of this second interpretation, which becomes more strongly supported 

when one considers instances of utsurimai in other plays,37 stresses imitation not as a superficial 

or derivative copy but as a means of becoming through performance. In actuality, however, the 

two interpretations need not be construed as oppositional, for the way in which memory is 

formulated in noh is, as Tom Hare has shown, more often as an autogenous process—meaning 

that memory spontaneously “happens” to someone rather than being retrieved and thus echoes 

the descent of a spirit.38 In the utsurimai, then, processes of possession, memory, and theatrical 

representation converge, the boundaries distinguishing them rendered ambiguous. 

From the multiple senses of movement contained within the utsurimai emerge some key 

aspects of noh’s representations of gender. In functioning as a space to remember and 

reembody the past, the dance effects a trans-temporal movement for the character of 

Matsukaze, who in life and in death is marked by immobility. The play’s central poetic image of 

the pine tree (matsu 松), which is visually foregrounded onstage as a prop and which serves as a 

grave marker for the two sisters, forms a homophone, widely utilized in premodern poetry, with 

 
35 This more conventional interpretation has been pursued, for example, in Itō Yoshihide, “Nō no 
utsurimai no kōsatsu oyobi Tamayorihime no seikaku: shite no nijū jinkakusei nitsuite (2),” Geinō 17, 
no. 2 (1975): 26–28, and Ikeda Yasaburō, “Mukashi otoko ni utsurimai,” in Geinō, Minzoku mingei 
sōsho 1 (Tokyo: Iwasaki Bijutsusha, 1966), 65–74. 
36 Matsukaze’s dance is by definition an utsurimai, although the term utsurimai does not technically 
appear in the text of Wind in the Pines. Reginald Jackson explicitly treats the dance as an utsurimai in 
his article “Frayed Fabrications: Feminine Mobility, Surrogate Bodies, and Robe Usage in Noh 
Drama,” Theatre Survey 60, no. 3 (September 2019): 355–84, as does Kodera (1941). 
37 Many plays that use the term utsurimai emphasize this meaning of the term as a dance done in 
imitation of another. See Izutsu, Yamamba, Yōkihi, and Kamo monogurui for more examples of utsurimai. 
38 Tom Hare, “Representing Memory in the Warrior Plays,” in Cultural Imprints : War and Memory in 
the Samurai Age, ed. Elizabeth Oyler and Katherine Saltzman-Li (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2022), 235–49. 
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the word for “to wait” (matsu 待つ).39 In life, Matsukaze waits—an overwhelmingly feminized 

activity across premodern literary and dramatic works, which repeatedly feature women, rather 

than men, awaiting their lovers’ return. In death, her waiting continues as her obsession with 

Yukihira tethers her spirit to this world, and specifically to Suma, where the sisters’ romance 

with Yukihira transpired. It is this sense of attachment, tearfully related by Matsukaze and 

Murasame, that discloses to the travelling priest that the sisters are ghosts: “You speak of ‘tears 

of attachment to this world’,” he muses, “which are words of those no longer living.”40 A 

shamanistic dance of remembrance in which Matsukaze is, in Schechner’s terms, “not herself” 

and “not not herself,” the utsurimai gives flight to a femininity identified with restraint and 

attachment. 

The utsurimai effects a theatrical double vision that distinctly brings into focus the 

workings of performance at large. Visually enrobing Matsukaze with the memory of Yukihira, 

the dance facilitates a simultaneity of genders that echoes noh’s predecessors in ritual and other 

performing arts, such as in the case of female mediums who channeled the words of masculine 

deities and shirabyōshi, female dancers who performed dressed as men.41 Beyond this, the dance’s 

explicit function as a reembodiment of the past exemplifies the simultaneity of past and present 

engendered in the theatrical experience. The utsurimai encapsulates what Marvin Carlson calls 

“ghosting,” the liminal recontextualization of memory in which he locates the uniqueness of the 

 
39 Echoing Purcell (2018), we can see such kakekotoba, which frequently play a significant role in noh 
plays, as concentrated instances of theatrical double vision. Suggesting that “Shakespearean 
metatheatricality functions along similar lines to a pun,” Purcell explains that “appreciation of [puns] 
relies upon the reader’s ability to recognize the co-existence of these two separate ideas at once in 
the same utterance” (22). 
40 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, 245. 
41 Itō Yoshihide (1975) argues that this doubleness is an essential element of many Japanese 
performing arts. 
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theatrical medium. Theater is persistently haunted, Carlson argues, by “a simultaneous awareness 

of something previously experienced and of something being offered in the present that is both 

the same and different.”42 Of course, theater need not be about ghosts to be ghostly, although 

many noh plays, as we have seen, are centrally concerned with the dead and their 

memorialization and reanimation in performance. Even when a performance does not explicitly 

recall people or events from the past, within performance traditions are encoded practices and 

gestures that have become invested with meaning through their repetition both on the stage and 

in the world beyond it. In this sense, the utsurimai is a “dance of transfer” as much in function as 

in name, transmitting memory, as Diana Taylor claims about performance in general, through 

such reiterations.43 From the perspective of its medieval context, the utsurimai also thematizes 

the process of becoming at the heart of the performer’s craft, which Zeami describes in terms of 

pouring the role into the “vessel” or “receptacle” of the performer’s body.44 Thus, even as it 

moved away from mimetic depictions of spirit possession, the utsurimai all the more forcefully 

laid bare the possession-like mechanisms of performance. 

Objects of Attachment and Self-Possession 

The dramatic functions of the utsurimai and Yukihira’s robe in Wind in the Pines encapsulate a 

gradually shifting focus in portrayals of kurui, which came to emphasize a sustained ambiguity 

 
42 Carlson, The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine, 51. 
43 Translating utsurimai as a “dance of transfer” amplifies the dance’s conceptual resonance with how 
Diana Taylor characterizes performances—as “acts of transfer” which “transmi[t] social knowledge, 
memory, and a sense of identity through reiterated, or what Richard Schechner has called ‘twice-
behaved behavior.’” Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the 
Americas (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 2-3. 
44 Steven T. Brown, Theatricalities of Power: The Cultural Politics of Noh (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2001), 25, and Omote and Katō, eds., “Yūgaku shūdō fūken,” in Zeami, Zenchiku, 
Nihon shisō taikei 24 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1974), 161–68. 
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between the mad person and the object of concern driving their madness. As we have seen, 

whereas in Two Shizukas the donning of Shizuka’s robe visualizes the possession of the shrine 

woman by Shizuka, the utsurimai in Wind in the Pines imbues Yukihira’s robe with a more 

ambiguous meaning. Furthermore, compared with possession scenes such as those in Chōkyō 

Temple and Two Shizukas, which pivot on the sudden transition in character between possessed 

and possessor, the utsurimai in Wind in the Pines functions as a revelation of Matsukaze’s memory 

and affective attachments. Here, it appears, the perils of cross-gender possession that concerned 

Zeami are avoided by maintaining a certain degree of coherence in the female subject. Such 

scenes increasingly utilized the condition of emotionally driven madness rather than outright 

possession as a novel means to portray the entrancing transformation of a dancing woman.45 

 The staging of obsession was thus not a matter of simply switching the attribution of 

mad behavior from the workings of a spirit to concerns of the self; rather, it involved the 

development of a theatrical vocabulary in which particular objects, props and otherwise, gave 

form to powerful attachments. The play Fuji’s Drum (Fujidaiko), a play likely written around 

Zeami’s time or slightly thereafter, illustrates this well.46 The play’s shite is the wife of Fuji, a 

skilled drummer who was murdered by Asama, a rival musician, just before the play opens.47 She 

 
45 Hosokawa Ryōichi argues that this transformation of theatrical possession by a separate entity into 
“possession” of one’s own internal concerns was one of Zeami’s major innovations to madness 
plays. See Hosokawa Ryōichi, “Nō to chūsei no kyōki, monogurui: hyōhaku suru seishin,” in 
Hyōhaku suru manazashi, ed. Norio Akasaka (Tokyo: Shin’yōsha, 1992), 17–35. 
46 The play is attributed to Zenchiku in Jikadenshō (1516) and to Zeami in Nō sakusha chūmon (1524). 
47 The renowned mountains Fuji and Asama are depicted as rivals in Gosenshū XIX: 1308, referenced 
in the play: “When the smoke rises from Mount Asama in Shinano / Mount Fuji’s smoldering 

cannot compare” (信濃なる浅間の山も燃ゆなれば富士の煙のかひやなからん). Katagiri 

Yōichi, ed., Gosen wakashū, Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei 6 (1990; Iwanami Shoten, 2011), 396. In 
bestowing the two musicians with the names of these mountains, the play incorporates into the 
poem’s affective realm the real violence intrinsic to the emerging medieval culture of elite artistic 
patronage and the competition it engendered, as documented in several medieval sources describing 
artistic feuds. See, for example, discussions of such feuds in Taguchi Kazuo, “Sakuhin kenkyū 
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appears with her daughter (a child role, or kokata) in Kyoto searching for her husband, only to 

receive news of his death, along with his musician’s robe and headdress. The woman dons these 

items and, in an anguished moment marking the onset of her madness, urges her daughter to 

join her in striking Fuji’s drum, which she decries as her late husband’s enemy. Then, becoming 

possessed by Fuji’s spirit, the woman performs a dance. The play concludes with the woman 

having dispelled her feelings of resentment and removing the musician’s garments before leaving 

for home. The play underscores the grief of Fuji’s wife who, in her newly precarious position as 

a woman with no direct male kin, bemoans her inability to avert the tragedy of her husband’s 

death. 

Within this context of blocked agency, Fuji’s drum emerges as a site of action, as it is on 

this drum, one of the play’s two main props (along with Fuji’s robe), that Fuji’s wife fixes her 

resentment. Facing the drum, she realizes that she is, in fact, gazing at the cause of Fuji’s demise. 

She then calls on her daughter to join her in revenge:  

WIFE. 
Oh, how hateful. Look, Daughter—over there stands my husband’s enemy. Let us strike! 

 
DAUGHTER. 
That’s just a drum. Your heart has been thrown into disorder by excessive feeling, and  

your words have lost reason. How dreadful!  
 

WIFE. 
Your words are the foolish ones. That drum is to blame for my husband’s death and the  

end of our happiness together. All of my resentment is reserved for that drum  
alone. 
 

DAUGHTER. 
What you say indeed makes sense. It is the drum’s fault that we were separated from  

Father. The drum is truly my father’s enemy. Let us strike it and dispel our  
resentment.48 

 
Fujidaiko,” Kanze, no. 9 (1978): 12–18, and Dōmoto Masaki, “‘Kanmon gyoki’ ni miru ‘Nue’ to 
‘Fujidaiko’ no honzetsu,” Kanze 52, no. 6 (1985): 18. 
48 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, 165. 
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The call to arms is intensified by the phonic and semantic overlap of the verbs utsu 打つ (to 

strike or hit) and utsu 討つ (to attack an enemy). Here, resonances with several other madwoman 

plays begin to make apparent a theatrical language of feminized obsession. For example, the 

madwoman in The Fulling Block, similarly to Fuji’s wife, orders her female servant to join her in 

striking a fulling block (a device for softening kimono fabric) to express her yearning and 

resentment for her absentee husband. In Mii Temple and Dōjōji, the homophonic relationship 

between the terms tsuki (moon) and tsuku (to strike) interweaves the plays’ natural, emotional, 

and religious landscapes in scenes where the madwomen strike the temple bells which, as 

material proxies for the people with whom the madwomen are obsessed, function as their 

objects of attachment. Reminiscent of the way in which noh’s demons wield striking staffs 

(uchizue) signifying their supernatural powers, such instances point to a gestural vocabulary of 

feminized madness across the noh corpus. 

 Such engagement with objects demonstrates the potential of props to transform into 

extensions of the body in moments when they are handled in an intentional gesture like the 

striking of a despised drum. As all movement in noh, even outside of scenes explicitly coded as 

“dance,” operates within a codified framework of bodily comportment and movement patterns, 

noh performance is especially charged with potential for props to become incorporated as 

elements of the theatrical body. The dramatic intensity of this scene derives from the drum 

prop’s transformation from an isolated object into what Bill Brown calls a “thing,” a material 

indicator of a particular subject-object relation.49 In the woman’s encounter with the drum, the 

 
49 Bill Brown, “Thing Theory,” Critical Inquiry 28, no. 1 (2001): 1–22. Brown’s conceptualization of 
material objects posits that the process by which an object becomes a thing is “the story of a 
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line between subject and object blurs as each transforms the other. The drum, which stands in 

for Fuji as the object of the woman’s attachment, is choreographically incorporated into the 

woman’s movements—its own sort of theatrical attachment—and dramatizes the woman’s 

confrontation with her obsession. The smoldering resentment that opens the play, in the 

chorus’s words, now erupts into “fiery rage, like the flames adorning the drum.”50  

Striking the drum in a move that evokes the sonic summoning of spirits in ritual 

settings,51 the woman also initiates an encounter with Fuji’s robe. The robe acts as, to borrow 

Reginald Jackson’s description, a “vehicle of transit” between differently gendered performance 

styles embodied by the figure of Fuji’s wife.52 As she puts on the robe, the play attires the 

woman’s resentment in the language of battle, with the chanted text willing Fuji’s headdress to 

“turn into armor” and his drumsticks to swords, while the sound of the drum becomes absorbed 

into “war cries.”53 This martial imagery culminates in what could either be Fuji’s spirit or his 

wife voicing, via the chorus, their rage with the term shin’i 瞋恚, an emotion commonly found in 

warrior plays (shuramono), a genre of plays that spotlights male attachment. Fuji’s and his wife’s 

bodies and subjectivities thus melting into each other, the possession scene is marked by a 

fluidity of gender in the shite. The aesthetic ramifications of this fluidity are evident in the fact 

that, while current standard performances feature a gaku court dance evoking Fuji in his role as 

 
changed relation to the human subject and thus the story of how the thing really names less an 
object than a particular subject-object relation” (4). 
50 Refers to the flame-like designs on gagaku drums. 
51 Several noh plays, including the previously mentioned Kinuta, feature the summoning of spirits via 
sound. The role of musical instruments in ritual possession has been discussed both within and 
outside of premodern Japan studies, for example in Victor Turner’s work on possession rituals in 
The Drums of Affliction: A Study of Religious Processes among the Ndembu of Zambia (1968). 
52 Jackson, “Frayed Fabrications: Feminine Mobility, Surrogate Bodies, and Robe Usage in Noh 
Drama,” 357. 
53 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, 166. 
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court entertainer, variant performance versions (kogaki) substitute a dance of quicker tempo and 

more dynamic movements expressive of the woman’s kurui.54 

 The props in Fuji’s Drum, by transforming the woman in their roles as objects of 

corporeal and affective attachment, generate an ambiguity around possessing subject and 

possessed object.55 They take on a form not unlike torimono, objects used to manifest the 

presence of spirits or deities in kagura ritual dances, but rather than facilitate such presences they 

instead complete the embodiment of the woman’s own concerns.56 These objects thus 

complicate the conventional logics of spirit possession, in which the identity of the possessing 

spirit is foregrounded with the possessed merely lending the spirit her corporeality. In effect, 

they facilitate a self-possession on the part of the woman—in which the source of the woman’s 

trance-like state is located in her own response to objects of attachment rather than in a separate 

possessing entity. Noh’s madwomen are also self-possessed, as I will discuss below, in the sense 

of remaining in control of themselves. Rather than uncontrolled hysteria, their madness is one 

 
54 The kogaki performances are called utsutsu no gaku 現之楽(Kanze school) and kyōran no gaku 狂乱

之楽 (Kongō and Kita schools). 
55 For more on the significance of objects in noh plays, see Horikoshi Zentarō, “Nō ni okeru katami 
no hassō,” Tōkai daigaku kiyō bungakubu, no. 14 (1970): 69–83. According to Horikoshi, such objects, 
which bind their giver and receiver through strong feelings of attachment, inscribe madness within 
the world of human relations. The involvement of such objects, including the eponymous keepsake 
in The Flower Basket, is crucial to a number of madness plays. In The Flower Basket, for example, the 
central keepsake functions as a material indicator of Teruhi’s memory of her lover, which drives her 
madness. The basket also later catalyzes her return to sanity when the emperor recognizes it and 
orders her to come to her senses.  
56 Kagura refers to a broad group of ritual and festival dances traditionally performed across Japan 
with significant regional variations. According to Terence Lancashire, the earliest recorded instance 
of kagura is to be found in the miko dances of the Kogo shūi (807), while the earliest record of 
“theatrical” kagura (kagura without an explicitly ritual purpose) is in 1512 (Terence Lancashire, 
“From Spirit Possession to Ritual Theatre: A Potential Scenario for the Development of Japanese 
Kagura,” Yearbook for Traditional Music 36 (2004): 90–108.) The bamboo sprig held by several of 
noh’s mad characters is thought to derive from similar sprigs of bamboo or sakaki used as torimono. 
For more on torimono, see Itaya Tōru, “The Torimono Dance: The Reenactment of Possession and 
the Genesis of a Nō-Type Performance,” Current Anthropology 28, no. 4 (October 1987): S49–58. 
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whose performance is regimented by stage conventions while being presented as logically 

consistent and even self-conscious. 

Madness as Performance 
 
The self-possession of noh’s obsessed women constitutes a conceptual recalibration with 

significant implications for understanding kurui in the medieval period. In some ways, this 

movement between spirit possession and emotionally driven madness can be compared to 

conceptual transformations around spirit possession at certain historical junctures, like that 

taken up in Lennard Davis’s work on obsession. To distinguish between possession and 

obsession, Davis draws on the military origins of the Latin etymon of obsession, which referred 

to surrounding a city without yet controlling it, and the complementary notion of “possession,” 

or full control, of a besieged city.57 Analogously, according to Davis, obsession is a state in 

which the obsessed knows they are obsessed but are compelled to behave in certain ways by an 

unrelenting devotion to a certain task or set of concerns, while in the case of spirit possession 

the possessed does not realize they are possessed. While the transition from possession to 

obsession does not register as stark an epistemic rupture in noh as it does for Davis, who locates 

this transition in the discovery of “nerves” in eighteenth-century Europe, it nevertheless displays 

an important development in medieval thinking around kurui.58 In fact, the transformation in 

 
57 Lennard J. Davis, Obsession: A History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 31–32. 
58 Davis describes the rupture in this way: “How the religious explanation for obsessive behavior was 
displaced by a medical one involves a complex set of transformations. First, demonology had to be 
disconnected from physical maladies. Second, mental states had to be separated from physical states. 
Third, the nervous system had to be discovered. And fourth, a notion of partial insanity had to be 
developed that would allow for one to be “crazy” while at the same time being aware of being 
“crazy.” This latter step would involve the democratization of madness, the turning of a kind of 
partial madness into a consumer object that would define, in a sense, what it meant to be human” 
(32). 
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noh is all the more fascinating for its occurrence in a framework that did not bifurcate the body 

and mind. Neither was this a matter of rational thought versus irrational sentiment. We might 

recall that according to Zeami’s description, obsessive kurui (in contrast to spirit-possession 

kurui) is “on account of emotion,” or on account of omoi 思ひ— corresponding here to both 

“thoughts” and “feelings.” The overlap of these notions in omoi emphasizes further the absence 

in the medieval period of the sense of an isolated intellect that could become disordered 

separately from the rest of the body. Kurui involved the mind-body complex in its entirety, 

theatrically manifesting its anxieties and yearnings.59 

  In what are now canonical madness plays, representations of madness saw a coalescence 

of a set of metatheatrical conventions that demonstrate the madwoman’s awareness of herself as 

a performer. When first appearing to a crowd of diegetic spectators after having gone mad, 

madwomen routinely identify themselves as such. Teruhi, the madwoman in The Flower Basket 

(Hanagatami),60 for example, identifies herself as “a woman, a mad person” to the imperial 

entourage she encounters while in her pursuit of her former lover, the newly crowned emperor, 

in whose absence she has gone mad with yearning.61 A similar self-announcement as a 

madwoman (kyōjo 狂女) occurs in several other plays, including Mii Temple and Hyakuman. The 

woman fulfills this self-acknowledged role in another important convention representing 

madness as a self-conscious performance: the command by the waki that the madwoman dance, 

 
59 For more on the mind-body complex as it relates to possession, see Geoffrey Samuel, “Possession 

and Self-Possession : Towards an Integrated Mind-Body Perspective,” in Spirit Possession and Trance: 
New Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. Bettina E. Schmidt and Lucy Huskinson, (London, New York: 
Continuum, 2010), 35–52. 
60 Attributed primarily to Zeami, with the kusemai section by Kan’ami, and the final few lines 
comprising the noriji allegedly revised by Kanze Nagatoshi (1488–1541). Itō Masayoshi, ed., 
Yōkyokushū, Shinsōban, vol. 3, Shinchō Nihon koten shūsei (Shinchōsha, 2015), 458. 
61 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, 108. 



 

79 
 
 

to which the woman almost inevitably obliges. In The Flower Basket, Teruhi readily submits to 

this demand in the hopes of gaining access to the emperor. 

COURTIER. 
You there, Madwoman . . . Entertain us with a mad dance. His Majesty wants to see you  

dance. Hurry and dance for us! 
 

TERUHI. 
How wonderful! Then perhaps I can behold him, although he is beyond my reach. 
(To her attendant) Come, let us madly dance together! 
Our music and dance before the imperial procession make our whirling sleeves clear the  

emperor’s path.62 
 
In such instances of theatricalized self-awareness, the woman acknowledges not only her identity 

in the social world of the play but also her role as the mad protagonist of a genre. The 

madwoman thus distinguishes her state from that of spirit possession, in which one is fully 

controlled by the possessing spirit with no awareness of their own condition, showing herself to 

be aware of how she appears to others, even if compelled to behave unusually by desperate 

circumstances. Through such conventions, noh brings attention to kurui as a performance in 

which the madwoman knowingly participates according to social and theatrical expectations. 

 The self-awareness of madwomen enables them to comment not only on themselves but 

on the behavior of those around them. In a frequent refrain across madness plays, the 

madwoman turns the logic of her observers back onto them to expose their own foolishness. 

When the courtier attempts to chase Teruhi and her attendant away from the imperial 

procession and knocks down her flower basket, a memento from the emperor, the play chastises 

him:  

ATTENDANT. 
So, this splendid emperor's 

TERUHI. 

 
62 Ibid., 110. 
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flower basket—without a thought the courtier 

ATTENDANT. 
struck it to the ground. Such a person is truly 

TERUHI. 
much more mad than I.63 

 
At other times, a “misrecognition” on the part of the madwoman sparks a change in perspective 

that discloses a deeper logic. This convention is on display in the previously quoted passage 

from Fuji’s Drum, in which Fuji’s wife, against the protestations of her daughter, insists that the 

drum is her late husband’s nemesis. The logic here echoes a similarly crucial exchange between 

the sisters in Wind in the Pines, where Matsukaze “mistakes” the pine tree marking her own grave 

for Yukihira: 

MATSUKAZE. 
What joy! Yukihira is standing over there, calling my name, Pining Wind. I will go to  

him. 

MURASAME. 
How wretched! This heart of yours has plunged you into the sin of attachment. You  

haven’t let go of your worldly delusions. That is a pine tree. Yukihira is not here 
with us. 
 

MATSUKAZE. 
What a heartless thing to say. That pine tree itself is Yukihira. What about his poem, 
“Though we may be parted for a while, if I hear that you pine for me I will return”?64 

MURASAME. 
Indeed, I had forgotten. Though we may be parted for a while, if you await me I will  

come: those were his words.65 
 

 
63 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, 109. 
64 From Kokinshū VIII: 365 (立ち別れいなばの山の峰におふる松とし聞かばいま帰り来む). 

Ozawa Masao and Matsuda Shigeho, eds., Kokin wakashū, Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū 11 
(1994; Shōgakkan, 2006), 157. 
65 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, 247-48. 
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Realizing the truth of the madwoman’s words, those witnessing her madness come to align 

themselves with her perspective, while the audience is invited to do the same. Matsukaze’s 

argument elucidates the reasoning underlying the play’s central homophonic pair of terms ( “to 

wait” and “pine,” both matsu) and the layering of Yukihira’s figure onto Matsukaze’s in the 

utsurimai, articulating how the pine tree simultaneously signifies Matsukaze, Yukihira, and 

Matsukaze’s pining for Yukihira. Not unlike the theatrum mundi effect widely discussed in the 

context of early modern theaters,66 such scenes of logical reversal or misrecognition gesture to 

the world beyond the confines of the play, commenting on its arbitrary and even absurd logics. 

These plays thus fashion madness in ways that renegotiate the boundaries of the theatrical world 

and induce multiple layers of spectatorship. 

 Comprising a theatrical vocabulary around madness, these conventions evince a 

developing understanding of kurui in medieval noh and its audiences. Theatrical conventions are, 

as Patrice Pavis puts it, “ideological and aesthetic presuppositions that enable the spectator to 

receive the acting and the performance” and necessitate an agreement between performers and 

audiences to attribute certain meanings to particular events on the stage.67 The conventions of 

madness allow for the embodiment of a self-aware, and thus relatively controlled, kurui. 

Meanwhile, the very repetition and recontextualization of these conventions across a broader 

group of plays further contributed to the “quotability” of madness as a stage phenomenon with 

a recognizable script and behavioral repertoire.68 As explicitly twice-behaved behaviors, such 

 
66 For example, Robert Crosman, The World’s a Stage: Shakespeare and the Dramatic View of Life 
(Bethesda, MD: Academica Press, 2005) and Sophie Volpp, Worldly Stage: Theatricality in Seventeenth-
Century China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2011). 
67 Patrice Pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre: Terms, Concepts, and Analysis (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1998), 78. 
68 The quoted nature of madness on the stage in Carol Neely’s discussion of early modern English 
theater. Neely argues that the speech of mad characters like Hamlet’s Ophelia is characterized by 
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conventions revealed the theatricality of kurui and of a given play itself, locating that play within 

an emergent madness genre comprised of other plays that employed the same conventions. 

Beyond Theater’s “Artifice” 
 
At this juncture, I want to note that I have used the term “theatrical” to describe kurui to convey 

its foregrounding as performance and its inextricability from the medium of theater. By 

describing madness as “theatrical,” I do not mean, however, that kurui is (merely) illusory, 

deceptive, or insincere, as the term is often used, and as some have described madness in plays 

like The Flower Basket.69 As this chapter nears its conclusion, I want to explore some of the 

implications of moving beyond envisioning theatricality in terms of artifice with respect to how 

medieval audiences saw the theater.  

Where does this suspicion of theatricality come from? In many ways, it derives from a 

modern insistence on bifurcating internal and external selves in a way that did not factor 

significantly in conceptions of personhood in medieval Japan. Dualistic frameworks—especially 

popular understandings thereof—closely identify the internal self with the mind, which is 

conceived of as harboring thoughts authentic to an individual and relatively independent from 

external forces.70 While distinctions between body and mind or soul did exist in various 

 
fragmentation, repetition, and “cultural quotation,” this quotedness alienating the characters from 
both “the self who performs and the spectators who watch.” For Neely, this rendering of madness 
as a “state of dislocation” indicates an epistemic shift away from the association of madness with 
supernatural phenomena like witchcraft and demonic possession to a secularized madness 
embedded within the human world. Carol Thomas Neely, Distracted Subjects: Madness and Gender in 
Shakespeare and Early Modern Culture (Cornell University Press, 2004), 49–50. 
69 For example, Konparu Kunio, Nō e no izanai: johakyū to ma no saiensu (Tankōsha, 1980), 62–64; see 
also Baba Akiko, Yūkyō no hana (Yamato Shobō, 1974), 66–68. 
70 A number of scholars have pushed against this tendency, with the need for such studies indicating 
the entrenched ideas that they challenge. For one example, see Barbara H. Rosenwein, Emotional 

Communities in the Early Middle Ages (Ithaca, NY : Cornell University Press, 2006). 
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premodern contexts, as Hornby highlights, they did not emphasize the latter as constituting an 

internal self that was “perpetually, inescapably hidden” in a Cartesian sense.71 In the absence of 

such hard delineations between mind and body and internal and external selves, the madwoman 

can be seen as “authentically” performing kurui—behaving according to scripts through which 

kurui takes shape as a socially recognized phenomenon. This perspective of kurui as socially 

imbricated aligns with the disability studies notion of the “masquerade” of disability, in which 

those with disabilities are compelled to perform disability in specific ways that are legible within 

a context that privileges able-bodiedness as an ideological norm.72 What the case of noh’s 

madwomen demonstrates is that such masquerades are part and parcel of the very condition of 

kurui, which cannot be said to fully exist prior to being spectated. As Zeami’s phrasing in the 

Fūshikaden suggests, the overwhelming attachments madwomen feel are the impetus for 

madness, but not the madness itself. Madness is the compulsory response to these feelings, 

representing the limited repertoire of means by which women could make such concerns public. 

 Tellingly, the madwoman’s transition from a position as performer to that of spectator 

marks the end of her madness in the typical arc of madness plays. Reunited with her lost child or 

lover, the madwoman expresses shame for her mad behavior. As an outwardly oriented emotion 

that entails seeing oneself through the eyes of others, shame sheds light on the importance of 

socially directed behaviors in the constitution of identity. This is especially clear in contexts 

where personhood is better thought of as “acquired, shaped, and controlled by ritual [in the 

Confucian sense of social propriety],” as James McMullen has noted in the context of Heian 

 
71 Hornby, Drama, Metadrama, and Perception, 85. 
72 Lindsey Row-Heyveld, “Mandated Masquerade: Disability, Metatheater, and Audience Complicity 
in The Fair Maid of the Exchange and What You Will,” in Dissembling Disability in Early Modern 
English Drama (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 171–205. 
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Japan, with the underpinnings of identity located in the world of social relations rather than in 

“an inner self or substantiated moral personality subsisting across time.”73 In noh, the presence 

of shame as madness’s shadow elucidates notions of the self as located not within an inner core 

but in the world beyond the body’s physical contours and, by extension, of kurui as existing 

beyond questions of authenticity. 

Moving beyond questions of whether kurui is sincere has implications, also, for 

considering the often discussed distinction between theater and ritual. Similarly to cases of 

madness in noh, there frequently lurks the question of whether ritual spirit possession, whether 

observed in premodern literature or by anthropologists in folk performance, is genuine or 

“merely” theatrical. Here again, theater is seen as the derivative outgrowth of ritual—the show 

of ritual without its efficacious substance. The foregoing discussion of kurui as performance 

offers two means of nuancing such hierarchies. First, it gestures to how ritual is not simply a 

projection of preexisting and internally held beliefs but rather constitutes embodiments of such 

beliefs through crucial acts of performance.74 Second, and relatedly, it reveals how performance 

is efficacious in that it produces meaning and shapes identity.7576 Once again, kurui demonstrates 

 
73 James McMullen, “Ritual, Moral Personhood, and Spirit Possession in The Tale of Genji,” in 
Murasaki Shikibu’s The Tale of Genji: Philosophical Perspectives, ed. James McMullen (New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2019), 104. 
74 For such an approach, see Catherine M. Bell on the ritualized body environment in “The Ritual 
Body,” in Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 94–117. 
75 To quote Roberte Hamayon, “The fact that [the shaman’s] function is performed in a staged, ritual 
framework reinforces the point that the shaman acts out a role and brings his behavior still closer to 
a dramatic performance. The shaman “in trance” is like the actor on the stage. Debating about 
whether the shaman’s trance is sincere or shammed, about whether the actor believes or does not 
believe he is the character he plays, may enrich the study of their respective psychological profile, 
but will never allow us to understand what shamanism or theatre is.” Roberte N. Hamayon, “Are 
‘Trance,’ ‘Ecstasy’ and Similar Concepts Appropriate in the Study of Shamanism?,” Shaman 1, no. 2 
(1993): 17–40, 20–30. 
76 A similar claim is borne out in Thomas P. Kasulis’ discussion of “existential” (versus 
“essentialist”) spirituality in Shinto: The Way Home (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2004). 
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an alternative to dualistic conceptions of mind and body that privilege the internal mind as the 

source of authenticity by highlighting the impact of embodied practices. 

 The medieval context in which noh’s madness plays flourished predated a strong 

distinction between ritual and theater, meaning that the division between performers and 

audience was persistently in flux.77 This fundamental ambiguity of the boundaries of the stage 

made performance spaces all the more charged with potential for metatheater, which has 

repeatedly been identified with shifts in the actor-audience relationship. Considering the 

metatheatrical nature of stagings of kurui, as this chapter has done, enhances debates around the 

vexed concept of metatheater by offering an alternative to a common pitfall in metatheater’s 

examinations. Thumiger has noted that despite their divergences, many approaches to 

metatheater presuppose a dichotomy between “fiction and reality . . . art and life,”78 the border 

between which metatheater ostensibly makes ambiguous. But what if approaches to metatheater 

began at a vantage point where, as previously discussed, performance is not necessarily 

perceived merely as artifice? We have seen that, while medieval theater may have been set apart 

from the mundane, it was not entirely removed from it. The theatrical experience in this case 

was not conceived of as an escape from reality into a fictional world, but rather the experience 

created a space for the enjoyment of performers’ skills as performers and thus of theatricality itself. 

Plays belonged to the world of the audience, in their modes of performance and also in the 

sense that they drew openly on shared cultural knowledge rather than trace their origins to the 

creativity of an individual author, as glimpsed in the reworkings by multiple playwrights of plays 

 
77 For a discussion of kurui as a phenomenon predating the distinction between ritual and theater, 
see Ogasawara Kyōko, “Geinō to kyōki,” Dentō to gendai 5 (April 1971): 78–86. 
78 Thumiger, “On Ancient and Modern (Meta)Theatres,” 11. 



 

86 
 
 

in this chapter. The boundaries of a play thus did not so much contain an isolated fictional 

world as they marked sites of potential contact and exchange between performers and audience. 

 Endeavoring to think about the stage as something other than a fictional realm set 

against an external reality opens up new possibilities for understanding how medieval audiences 

beheld the theater. Within a Buddhist worldview that held all forms to be illusory, the 

movement between the realms of stage and audience was less one between worlds of the 

fictional and real than one between different realms of illusion. As evident in the convention of 

the misrecognition scene, it is often through the mad that noh most directly articulates the 

illusory nature of forms. This notion of the world as illusion is borne out in noh’s dream scenes, 

where ghosts such as Matsukaze reveal themselves after appearing in disguise, more “real” in 

dream than in the previous, waking scene. Moreover, the pervasive belief throughout the 

medieval period that the world was experiencing the degenerate final age of Buddhist law 

(mappō) held existence to be particularly unstable and unreliable, as seemingly embodied in the 

general turbulence that marked the medieval era. Komachi on the Stupa articulates this 

apprehension well: “The former Buddha has already left; the latter Buddha has not yet appeared 

in this world,” the monks in the play say, “Born into the middle of a dream, what should we 

think of as reality?”79Amidst this atmosphere of skepticism, the theater was an arena in which 

the illusory essence of the world beyond the stage came more strongly into focus.80 

 In staging kurui as a self-conscious performance, madness plays present their audiences 

with a preeminent illusion, which revolves around the madwoman’s climactic dance. Central as 

 
79 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 253. 
80 Similarly, Crosman has argued that, instead of operating between truth and artifice, early modern 
English metatheater showed how the “real” world beyond the stage was itself a stage controlled and 
beheld by God. Robert Crosman, “Shakespeare and the Dramatic View of Life,” in The World’s a 
Stage: Shakespeare and the Dramatic View of Life (Bethesda, MD: Academica Press, 2005). 
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this dance is, it eludes the theater audience: the dance is not described in the play text, and the 

dance we see is a dance conveyed through noh—its movement patterns and choreography. 

Whereas in these pivotal metatheatrical scenes onstage and offstage audiences are drawn 

together in the act of spectatorship, the spectacle each audience witnesses is different; we do not 

see, for example, Teruhi’s dance as the emperor sees it in The Flower Basket, but rather noh’s 

rendition of it. The mad dance therefore exists somewhere in between the realms of performer 

and audience, pointing simultaneously to the limits and potentials of theater. 

 As the theater audience does not see the mad dance as the play characters see it, so, too, 

modern spectators will never quite inhabit the positionality and perspective of medieval 

spectators of sarugaku noh. Considering medieval noh through metatheater has, however, 

offered a means for identifying and grappling with conceptual differences that shape experiences 

of spectatorship. It has also shown how medieval ideas of kurui and performance were 

themselves constantly in flux, affecting in turn the ways that performers and audience 

understood the theater. As noh’s stagings of kurui developed the inherent metatheatricality of 

spirit possession into new notions of kurui as self-possessed performance, they produced a 

theatrical language of conventions around kurui that cast the spectated as spectators while 

highlighting the offstage world’s continuity with the world of the stage. Pivoting on the 

ambiguities engendered by such shifts in the relationship between performers and audience, 

madness plays indexed an emergent self-reflexivity in the nascent institution of medieval noh. 

Becoming attuned to such processes via metatheater enables us not only to understand 

premodern performance and self-reflexivity but also to turn a reflexive lens on ourselves, 

exposing assumptions that underpin modern spectatorship and gesturing to the contingency of 

the worlds that we ourselves inhabit. 
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Eccentric Types: The Theatrical Construction of Hōka Entertainers in Noh 

 
On the tenth day of the second month of 1420, the imperial prince Fushimi no Miya 

Sadafusa recorded an eye-opening spectacle in his diary the Kanmon gyoki. “The hōka 放歌,” he 

noted of the spectacle’s performers, “leapt around wildly (hanekuruu 跳狂) holding swords, while 

the people watched and remarked upon their strange (ayashi 奇) air.”1 While this diary entry is 

the earliest known text that identifies a certain genre of entertainers as hōka, such figures had 

likely been a common sight in the years leading up to it, prefiguring their skyrocketing popularity 

in the ensuing decades and even into the early modern period.2 This chapter examines these 

figures, who remain neglected especially in English-language scholarship, focusing on their 

construction as a character type in noh. What exactly were hōka—street performers, popular 

preachers, or perhaps Zen monks, as all of which they have been described? How did hōka on 

medieval streets and temple grounds differ from those performed on noh stages? And why did 

noh playwrights take an interest in hōka in particular, rather than one of the countless other 

kinds of entertainers populating the medieval performance scene? The chapter inquires into how 

hōka were molded within noh as figures who embodied a distinct kind of eccentricity (kurui), 

and, in turn, what this reveals about the dynamic cultural landscape in which noh took form. 

Three years after Prince Sadafusa’s diary entry, Zeami, writing on the composition of 

plays in his treatise Sandō, included hōka as one of his categories of recommended figures—

those strongly associated with music and dance—around whom to craft plays. As exemplary 

 
1 Gosukōin, Kanmon nikki, vol. 2, Zushoryō sōkan (Kunaichō Shoryōbu, 2002), 24. 
2 Hōka continued to exist through the Edo period, when they came to be more commonly referred 
to as hōkashi or hōka tsukai. Some of their practices and especially a type of song called hōka uta have 
survived in regional folk performances. For more on hōka after the medieval period, see Moriya 
Takeshi, “Kinsei shoki no hōka to kabuki,” Geinōshi kenkyū 34 (1971): 31–44. 
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hōka 放下, he lists “charismatic performers (yūkyō 遊狂) such as Jinen Koji, Tōgan Koji, Seigan 

Koji, and Kagetsu,” the eponymous figures of their respective plays.3 Later in the treatise, he 

offers performance advice regarding hōka, whom he identifies with “Jinen Koji, Kagetsu, 

madmen, and madwomen.”4 He also provides examples of recent plays that have won popular 

acclaim, including those in “the mode of the charismatic performer: The Madman of Tango (Tango 

monogurui), Jinen Koji, The Madman of Kōya (Kōya monogurui), and The Madman of Ausaka (Ausaka 

monogurui).”5 But while endowed with the requisite affinity for music and dance shared by 

Zeami’s recommended figures, hōka were distinct from refined noblemen like Genji and 

Ariwara no Narihira and occupied a separate sphere from his other major performance “modes” 

(tai 体)—the Aged, Woman’s, and Martial modes—as “charismatic performers” or yūkyō, a term 

coined by Zeami himself.6 The high frequency of koji—“lay priests,” or young men who have 

taken religious vows but not yet been ordained—among Zeami’s hōka indicates that a significant 

amount of the appeal of such figures lay in their status halfway between the realms of spiritual 

devotion and worldly life. Hōka’s charismatic eccentricity was specific to sarugaku noh’s 

medieval environment, emerging from developments in the performing arts spurred by religious 

 
3 Omote Akira and Katō Shūichi, eds., Zeami, Zenchiku, Nihon shisō taikei 24 (Iwanami Shoten, 
1974), 134. 
4 Ibid., 139. 
5 Ibid., 142. 
6 Zeami created at least ten neologisms that contain the character yū 遊 in writings starting with his 

treatise Nikyoku santai ningyō zu (1421). Omote Akira notes that yū 遊 is often used to replace another 

of Zeami’s favored characters yū 幽 and suggests there is some overlap in their connotations. See 

Omote Akira, “Zeami oyobi yōkyoku no ‘yūraku’ no go o megutte,” Nōgaku kenkyū 22 (1998): 1–58. 
Yūkyō, while never defined by Zeami himself, seems to refer to the charm of performance or 
performers. Most scholars more or less equate it with dance; for a more conceptual treatment, see 
Baba Akiko, “Sametaru kyōki no kiwami,” in Yūkyō no hana (Yamato Shobō, 1974). 
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and economic changes and, in particular, from the self-conscious theatricality of medieval 

popular religion. 

I focus my analysis on noh’s hōka as a character type and the factors enabling their 

typification, as articulated in Zeami’s writings. Types are especially important to noh because it is 

character type, rather than individualized characters, which nearly always forms the foundational 

unit around which a play’s events and poetic atmosphere revolve. And while all types involve an 

essential reigning in of diversity into a representative form, the identification of hōka, who were 

quintessential variety performers, with the very notion of variety highlights this process 

intensely. As with all of noh’s mad and eccentric characters, there is thus something emphatically 

theatrical about noh’s hōka that brings attention to certain theatrical processes that comprise 

noh performance. In this chapter, I take noh’s hōka seriously as dramatic characters, rather than 

as transparent reflections of historical hōka, to demonstrate the capacity of types to be 

productive rather than merely reductive. I argue that, rather than efface hōka’s eclecticism, noh’s 

typification of hōka curates a particular version of it, generating in turn a signature eccentricity 

that is also distinctly gendered. Attention to the processes of hōka’s typification as theatrical 

eccentrics illuminates crucial aspects of the broader performance environment in which 

medieval sarugaku noh partook and especially reveals the mutually sustaining relationship 

between religious practices and the performing arts. 

I illuminate this process of productive typification mainly by utilizing Elizabeth Fowler’s 

concept of the “social person” that forms the core of her investigation into characterization in 

medieval English literature and art. Social persons, according to Fowler, are “models of the 

person, familiar concepts of social being that attain currency through common use” that help 
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readers and viewers recognize and engage with human figures in text or image.7 In theater, social 

persons, as conventional persons active in a broader cultural imaginary, play an especially crucial 

role given the audience’s need to grasp characterization unfurling in real time. Examining how a 

variety of social persons inform hōka in noh reveals how noh’s hōka are distinctly theatrical 

creations. As Fowler notes, characters are comprised of multiple social persons at once and to 

varying degrees, with this “crowd of ghosts” evoked by audiences’ perceptive process informing, 

enriching, and complicating the understanding of character.8 Thus, “real” hōka are just one 

social person that informs the characterization of noh’s hōka, with a cast of other figures 

contributing to their typification. While, as Fowler describes them, social persons, as 

conventional models of personhood, exist only in the “phantoms of the cognitive process of 

perception,” they are generated by very real material conditions, social practices, and other 

cultural forces that concretely shaped medieval life.9 Over the course of this chapter, I trace 

hōka’s construction in noh through a variety of social persons while emphasizing the social and 

especially religious contexts in which they took root. I then zone in on the theatricality that 

distinguishes hōka in noh before situating hōka in the madness genre and within broader 

epistemologies around kurui in which this genre partakes. 

Moreover, while Zeami associates hōka with madmen (otoko monogurui) and madwomen 

(onna monogurui), it is important to note some crucial differences between such figures and hōka 

as they affect the very terms of my discussion. In other chapters, when describing play 

characters’ kurui, I often use the term “mad,” but in this chapter I use “eccentric” for a few 

 
7 Elizabeth Fowler, Literary Character: The Human Figure in Early English Writing (Cornell University 
Press, 2003), 2. 
8 Ibid., 3. 
9 Ibid., 2. 
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reasons. Unlike many mad characters in noh, hōka are neither possessed nor driven to insanity 

by obsessive grief. They thus fall beyond the purview of Zeami’s well-known early formulation 

in the Fūshikaden of kurui as deriving from one of these causes. The emotional attachments to 

lost loved ones that motivate many of noh’s mad persons are also absent in hōka, who are 

unattached familially, socially, and institutionally and whose strangeness thus derives from a 

fundamentally different context. Additionally, while historical precedents exist in the English-

speaking world for thinking of madness in terms of demonic possession or obsession, analogues 

with “madness” begin to break down in the case of hōka’s purely performance-driven kurui. As 

entertainers and performers of sometimes strange antics who occupy an ambiguous social 

position, the imaginary of hōka in noh plays is closer to that of, say, jesters than madmen. My 

use of “eccentric” and “eccentricity” in this chapter aims to capture some of this nuance while 

highlighting the distinct dimension of medieval understandings of kurui that hōka embody. 

Tangled Origins: Hōka, Performance, and Zen 

To begin, I will give an overview of historical hōka’s origins and some debates around them, 

which shed light on noh’s staging of hōka as figures inhabiting the nexus of religion and 

entertainment. Hōka were quintessential variety entertainers, drawing from a diverse repertoire 

of performing skills rather than specializing in one art form. Apparently originating as popular 

preachers and entertainers who dressed in clerical robes, their activities gradually came to be 

dominated by various kinds of street performance. They were singers of popular tunes, with a 

few hōka songs (hōka uta) appearing in the 1518 song collection Kanginshū.10 The illustrated Poetry 

Contest of Craftsmen in 71 Rounds (Shichijū ichiban shokunin utaawase, c. 1500) depicts a hōka holding 

 
10 Songs 19, 216, and 254 are labeled as hōka songs (放). 19 reproduces almost entirely the kouta at 

the end of The Hōka Priests, while 254 echoes lines from Jinen Koji’s song in the Tengu zōshi. 
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kokiriko, bamboo sticks that were sometimes filled with dried beans and struck together as 

rhythmic accompaniment to song or dance.11 They also played small drums called kakko. 

Additionally, hōka were known for skill in acrobatics and in juggling of everything from balls to 

swords. They also performed with ryūgo, a two-sided top that was spun along a string between 

two hands in yoyo-like fashion. Some Muromachi dictionaries even refer to hōka as jutsusha, or 

practitioners of occult arts like sorcery and fortune-telling. Hōka’s specialty was variety itself, as 

well as the captivating eccentricity that characterized their activities. 

Hōka’s resistance to definition as performers of a broad spectrum of arts is present 

within the very term hōka, a closer look at which hints at their emergence within an evolving 

religious and artistic context. The origins of hōka are ultimately obscure, with one scholar 

admitting that “the term hōka is even more mystifying than the hōka’s feats of juggling and 

magic.”12 Granted, it is not a particularly surprising claim that the origins of hōka are 

heterogeneous and their development as performers non-uniform. But tracing the varied 

etymology of the term is illuminating with respect to, if not a hōka essence, a hōka imaginary 

current in medieval Japan. 

There are two primary proposed etymological strands for the term hōka: one indicative 

of hōka’s religious origins and the other of their artistic origins. In terms of the former, one of 

the most fundamental issues vexing attempts at genealogies of the hōka is whether or not the 

name is related to the Zen term hōge 放下, written with the same characters as what has come to 

be the standard rendering of hōka. In texts like the Zen master Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō (thirteenth 

 
11 For a fairly comprehensive overview of hōka’s activities, see Morita Yoshinori, “Hōka ni tsuite,” in 
Chūsei senmin to zatsugeinō no kenkyū (Yūzankaku Shuppan, 1974). 
12 Tokue Gensei, “Hōkazō ron,” Kokugakuin zasshi 72, no. 3 (1971): 14. 
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c.), hōge refers to a liberating abandonment of worldly attachments.13 As I will soon discuss, the 

relationship between hōka and hōge is significant to the broader debate over whether or not hōka 

were related to Zen institutions. While the precise nature of this relationship is unknown, it is 

clear that hōka were strongly associated with religious practice. This is suggested by one 

rendering of the term with the characters for “abandoning one’s home” (放家, i.e., to take the 

tonsure) which is seen, for example, in the Kurumaya-bon (1600–01) version of the play The 

Hōka Priests (Hōkazō 放家僧). 

Other etymologies of hōka emphasize hōka’s artistic origins without denying their 

religious associations. Yabuta Kaichirō hypothesized that the term originated in a Han-dynasty 

precursor to sangaku that emphasized acrobatics, called baixi 百戯 (“the hundred 

entertainments”).14 Accounting for sound change, one possible pronunciation of baixi in 

Japanese was hōge—the same as the Zen term mentioned above. Yabuta argued that this 

pronunciation appropriately encompassed hōka’s religious attributes, but their increasing 

identification with song led to their appellation instead as hōka 放歌, with the second syllable ka 

represented by the character for song. In this way, he traces hōka to a Song-Yuan revival of baixi 

roughly contemporaneous with hōka’s emergence in Japan. Regardless of the accuracy of 

Yabuta’s hypothesis, the repeated appearances of the term hōka in medieval sources as 

compounds like 放歌 or 放哥 testify to hōka’s reputation as performers.15 It also seems likely 

 
13 Nihon kokugo daijiten, “hōge,” 2nd ed. (Shōgakkan, 2000–2002). For an investigation of Zen 
elements, including the term hōge, in Kagetsu see Amano Fumio, “Kagetsu no Zenteki shukō,” in Nō to 
iu engeki o aruku, vol. 2, Nōen shōyō (Osaka Daigaku Shuppankai, 2009). 
14 Yabuta Kaichirō, “Sakuhin kenkyū Hōkazō,” Kanze 32, no. 7 (1965): 4–9. 
15 Often, hōka is merely rendered in katakana or hiragana. Tokue surmises that hōka originated as a 
wago (native Japanese term) in contrast to hōge, which was like many religious terms Sinitic. Tokue 
Gensei, “Hōkazō no ichi kōsatsu,” Kanze 73, no. 11 (2006): 24–31. 
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that hōka’s religious and artistic etymological strands were intertwined in such a way as Yabuta 

suggests. 

If terminological debates can be had over the relationship between hōge and hōka, 

scholarly opinions on the relationship between Zen and hōka performers are even more 

polarized. Morita Yoshinori dismisses the possibility of such a relationship, arguing that the 

characters for hōka are ateji (characters with merely phonetic rather than semantic significance) 

and that it is unlikely that illiterate street performers had any relation to an “abstruse” 

philosophy like Zen.16 On the other end of the spectrum, Harada Masatoshi sees hōka as the 

very embodiment of Zen (Zen o taigen shita hitobito), albeit not the Zen of elite institutions but 

rather of commoner life.17 Most scholars fall somewhere in between, recognizing hōka’s cultural 

associations with Zen without necessarily drawing an explicit connection between hōka and 

Zen’s institutional development. 

In putting noh in dialogue with such considerations, it is important to keep in the 

forefront the distinctive status of Zeami’s hōka. What most studies of hōka fail to make clear is 

that the semi-legendary Zen-affiliated figure of Jinen Koji, whom many take up as a prototypical 

hōka, is not referred to as such in any pre-sarugaku noh sources in which he appears, such as the 

Tengu zōshi (1296), or even in Kan’ami’s play Jinen Koji itself.18 Neither are the similar title 

 
16 Morita, “Hōka ni tsuite,” 210–11. 
17 Harada Masatoshi, “Hōkazō, boro ni miru chūsei Zenshū to minshū,” Hisutoria 129 (1990): 25–54, 
33. 
18 For more on Jinen Koji as a historical Zen figure and for a comprehensive list of pre-noh sources 
in which he appears, see Amano Fumio, “Ashikaga Yoshimitsu no Zenteki kankyō to Kan’ami no 
nō: Kan’ami saku no Jinen Koji to Sotoba Komachi o megutte,” Engekigaku ronsō 3 (2000): 1–40. For 
discussions of these sources in English, see Etsuko Terasaki, “‘Wild Words and Specious Phrases’’: 
Kyōgen Kigo in The Nō Play Jinen Koji,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 49, no. 2 (1989): 519–52 and 
Haruko Wakabayashi, “Critique of Kamakura Buddhism,” in The Seven Tengu Scrolls: Evil and the 

Rhetoric of Legitimacy in Medieval Japanese Buddhism (University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2012). In addition to 
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characters of Tōgan Koji and Seigan Koji referred to as hōka within the plays. It was Zeami, writing 

in a context where a certain genre of performers was coming to be identified as hōka, who 

applied the label of hōka to Jinen Koji and other eccentric preacher-performers. Zeami’s 

characterization has had an outsized influence on modern scholarship, much of which takes his 

label of Jinen Koji and others as hōka for granted without distinguishing between earlier 

medieval Zen eccentrics, later medieval hōka entertainers, and the hōka as character type in noh. 

Simultaneously, we should recognize that Zeami’s formulation of the hōka was informed 

by a very real imagined proximity of hōka to Zen in Zeami’s time. The skill he exercises in the 

Sandō as a performance theorist lies not so much in inventing ideas about the hōka type as in 

articulating them. In The Hōka Priests, for example, two brothers disguise themselves as hōka in 

order to get revenge on their father’s murderer, who also happens to be a Zen enthusiast. Acting 

out their disguise, the brothers engage their father’s nemesis in a dialogue that is peppered with 

Zen platitudes. One can thus speculate at two possibilities, which are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive: first, there may have actually been some kind of continuity between Zen eccentrics 

and hōka; or second, even if the historical connection was tenuous, Zeami emphasized the 

association between Zen and hōka—most notably by highlighting Jinen Koji in his descriptions 

of hōka and yūkyō—to boost the prestige of the popular entertainer whom he was fashioning as 

a central character type. The motivations for such a move could very well have been rooted in 

the enthusiastic support of Zen by sarugaku noh’s patrons the Ashikaga shoguns, many of whom 

trained with Zen masters and backed the official institutionalization of Zen.19 Rather than get 

trapped in debates over whether or not hōka “actually” had any relationship to Zen, I take 

 
Kan’ami’s play, Jinen Koji features as the primary character in what could be described as later 
medieval “spin-offs,” such as Mukoiri Jinen Koji and Hana Jinen Koji. 
19 Amano, “Ashikaga Yoshimitsu no Zenteki kankyō to Kan’ami no nō.” 
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seriously the existence of a cultural association between hōka and Zen in Zeami’s writings and 

his milieu more generally as a significant fact in its own right, rather than as a simple distortion 

of reality as Morita suggests. 

Models of Monastic Eccentricity 

What, then, made plausible to medieval audiences sarugaku noh’s connection between hōka and 

Zen preacher-performers like Jinen Koji? The answer lies in these figures’ relationship via 

models of male monastic eccentricity, often described in terms of kyō 狂, that have roots in the 

Nara and Heian periods.20 Akin to Fowler’s social persons, these models represent socially 

recognized ways of being that invoke broader topoi of eccentric religious practice. Let us take as 

our starting point Heian-period hijiri (holy men), monks who operated independently or on the 

periphery of official religious institutions. They are often described as having “taken the tonsure 

twice” (saishukke, nijū shukke), renouncing the temples at which they once took monastic vows to 

pursue further seclusion and asceticism. Beyond their intense personal spiritual convictions, 

however, what defined hijiri in the public eye even more was their bizarre appearance. A verse in 

the twelfth-century song collection Ryōjin hishō lists “things that hijiri prefer: hollowed-out tree 

burls for collecting alms, deer antlers or clanging metal rings atop their staffs, deer skins, sedge 

hats and straw rain capes, prayer beads made of goldenrain tree seeds, boxes of flintstone, and 

mossy robes.”21 Some hijiri, like the legendary hijiri prototype En no Gyōja, were said to have 

magical powers or the ability to control demons, while others attracted attention with shocking 

 
20 While scholars often refer to such figures in general as “mad monks” (kyōsō 狂僧), this appears to 

be a strictly etic usage of the term. Rather, especially in the medieval period, kyōsō referred to monks 
in temple ennen performances. 
21 Song 306 in Shinma Shin’ichi and Tonoura Natsuko, eds., Kagura uta. Saibara. Ryōjin hishō. 
Kanginshū, Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū 42 (Shōgakkan, 2000), 266. 
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or unusual behavior.22 Despite hijiri’s identity as recluses, their literary portrayals imbue them 

with a notable social dimension via their theatricality, which relied on the existence of an 

audience. Identifiable by extravagant costumes and behavior, hijri were inherently theatrical 

figures, whose theatricality, rather than a superficial outward appearance, was essential to hijiri’s 

role as critics of religious and political authority as well as to the enactment of their spiritual 

devotion. As evidenced by the post-Heian extension of the label hijiri to an expanding variety of 

unconventional religious practitioners, it was this charismatic combination of holiness and 

theatrical eccentricity that formed the kernel of how hijiri’s identity was perceived.23 

 Legends documenting hijiri’s exploits repeatedly identify them with a particular brand of 

eccentricity. The Konjaku monogatarishū, for example, depicts the holy man Zōga (917–1003) 

feigning madness when he is not given permission to leave his master at Enryakuji (kokoro ni 

kyōki o furumau) and uttering “mad things” (monoguruwashiki kotodomo) to the retired emperor 

Reizei in a refusal of Reizei’s invitation to him to serve as an imperial monk.24 The Konjaku 

moreover comments on how Zōga’s practice of taking meals with lowly workers was “no 

ordinary thing; it was mad” (tada ni wa arazu, mono ni kuruu nari keri) and how his carefree attitude 

 
22 For an extensive investigation into hijiri, see Christoph Kleine, “Hermits and Ascetics in Ancient 
Japan: The Concept of Hijiri Reconsidered,” Japanese Religions 22, no. 2 (1997): 1–46. Kleine also 

notes an association between hijiri and Daoist immortals, showing that the Chinese compound 仙人 

could be read as hijiri in some sources, and that Ōe no Masafusa’s Honchō shinsenden (end of eleventh 

c.–beginning of twelfth c.) in particular associates hijiri with Daoist immortals (shinsen 神仙): 

“Shinsen-den clearly shows that archaic mountain asceticism, Daoist immorality techniques, and 
arduous Buddhist self-discipline were not strictly distinguished in the early eleventh century and that 
the concept of hijiri comprised elements of each” (20-21).  
23 Kleine (1997) argues that much scholarship uses the term hijiri too liberally, applying it to figures 
who were not called hijiri in their own day. His article sheds light on why hijiri seems to mean so 
many things and points to the value of recognizing diversity in religious eccentrics rather than 
suggesting uniformity by drawing diverse figures under the umbrella of a single term. 
24 The tale in question is 12:33 in Kazuo Mabuchi et al., eds., Konjaku monogatarishū, vol. 1, Shinpen 
Nihon koten bungaku zenshū 35 (Shogakkan, 2003), 247, 248. 
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on his deathbed—where he played go rather than pray—was “mad” (mono ni kurui tamau).25 The 

kurui characterizing figures like Zōga is marked by startling reversals of convention that are 

more the deliberate manifestations of spiritual convictions than kurui understood as a state of 

disorder or lack of control. The idea of hijiri’s eccentricity as a state cultivated toward loftier aims 

is bolstered by the Uji shūi monogatari (early thirteenth c.) which says about Zōga that “although 

he deliberately behaved like a madman (monogurui), his reputation became ever more exalted,” as 

well as several setsuwa that associate Zōga with the Tendai concept of “proclaiming madness and 

concealing truth” (yōkyō injitsu 揚狂隠実) originally expressed in the Mohe zhiguan (sixth c.).26 

Such concepts articulated the notion of hijiri’s “madness” as arising from the perception of 

hidden truths and exposing the folly of unenlightened observers. In noh, this idea is echoed in 

conventional scenes where, for example, a madwoman turns her ostensibly sane observers’ logic 

back onto them to expose their own absurdity. One significant difference between hijiri and 

noh’s mad and eccentric figures, however, is the social esteem accorded to hijiri, who first 

demonstrated their mastery according to established metrics—for example, in the context of 

monastic scholarship—and were sought out by powerful figures. Hijiri, in effect, transcended 

conventional standards rather than merely operated on their margins. 

 In Zeami’s time there were at least two main forms of monastic eccentricity circulating in 

the realm of aesthetic pursuits. One was represented by the aesthetic of fūkyō 風狂, prevalent 

especially in Zen poetry like that of the iconoclastic monk Ikkyū (1394–1481), whose poetry 

 
25 Mabuchi et al., Konjaku monogatarishū 1, vol. 1, 249, 250. For more on Zōga Hijiri and eccentric 
monks, see Ōtsuka Satoshi, “Yōkyō setsuwa shiron: Zōga Hijiri no ichikōsatsu,” Kenkyū ronbunshū 36 
(1970): 27–51 and Tian Yunming, “Chūnichi sōden bungaku ni arawareta ‘kyōsō’ ni kansuru 
ichikōsatsu,” Kokusai Nihon bungaku kenkyūshūkai kaigiroku 40 (2016): 37–54.  
26 From tale 12:7 in Kobayashi Yasuharu, ed., Uji shūi monogatari, Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku 
zenshū 50 (Shōgakkan, 2003), 371. On yōkyō injitsu, see Ōtsuka (1970). 
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collection Crazy Cloud Anthology (Kyōunshū) highlights this term and the eccentric (kyō 狂) more 

generally. Even more emphatically than hijiri like Zōga, Ikkyū consciously styled himself as an 

eccentric, referring to himself as Master Crazy Cloud (Kyōunshi) and building an artistic persona 

around an aesthetics of eccentricity that reveled in freedom from the constraints of the 

conventions of institutionalized religion. The term fūkyō originated in Tang-dynasty poetry as 

fengkuang, where it described transcendent and eccentric Chan recluses like Hanshan and Shide 

(J. Kanzan and Jittoku) and Puhua (J. Fuke).27 In his poetry, Ikkyū modeled himself on such 

Chinese figures as well as other eccentric personalities like Du Fu, borrowing for his self-styled 

eccentric persona the cultural prestige that such Chinese models held in Japan.28 The eccentricity 

comprising fūkyō was thus, while counter to established norms, essentially elite and deliberately 

cultivated in a way that tempered any unruliness that might imperil its aesthetic coherence. Fūkyō 

was the medieval epitome of eccentricity as a controlled and curated state, in which strangeness 

followed its own set of aesthetic conventions.29 

 The other distinctly medieval form of eccentricity, that of popular preachers and 

performers, is the most direct antecedent to noh’s hōka. Its representatives are unconventional 

figures like Jinen Koji and Ippen (1239–89), who emerged beginning in the early medieval 

period as part of a wave of religious movements sometimes grouped under the label of 

Kamakura Buddhism. In contrast to Buddhism’s reputation as an elite religion in the centuries 

preceding, these movements were broadly marked by an emphasis on outreach to the lay 

 
27 Peipei Qiu, “From Kuang 狂 to Fūkyō 風狂: Eccentric Personas in Chinese and Japanese Poetry,” 

in Rethinking the Sinosphere: Poetics, Aesthetics, and Identity Formation, ed. Nanxiu Qian et al. (Cambria 
Press, 2020). 
28 Ibid. 
29 For more on an analogous phenomenon in the early modern era, see W. Puck Brecher, The 
Aesthetics of Strangeness: Eccentricity and Madness in Early Modern Japan (University of Hawai’i Press, 
2013). 
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community.30 Such outreach required evangelizers to promote accessible practices, like chanting 

simple evocations of the Amida Buddha’s name, that allowed the general populace to participate 

in Buddhist devotion. The itinerancy and evangelizing of these popular preachers set them apart 

from earlier hijiri, whose reclusive practices were centered on self-cultivation. This genre of 

eccentric monastics—and semi-monastics, as some like Jinen Koji were apparently not fully 

tonsured—also occupied a much humbler social station than renowned hijiri and proponents of 

fūkyō, many of whom hailed from aristocratic families. Moreover, the theatricality of these 

popular preachers differed importantly from other religious eccentrics in that, rather than 

something merely inherent to one who behaves in a spectacularly strange manner, their 

theatricality was particularly telegraphed in that performance was essential to their occupation. 

In another contrast with figures like Ikkyū who self-identified as eccentrics, popular 

preachers’ identification with eccentricity was often applied by observers as critique. The Tengu 

zōshi, which is critical of various figures associated with Kamakura Buddhism, depicts a bearded 

Jinen singing and dancing while playing a sasara, a simple handheld instrument in which a 

bundled bamboo “whisk” is scraped with a serrated wooden or bamboo stick. His companions 

Asatsuyu, Minomushi, and Denkō beat a kakko drum, play the sasara, and hold a long staff with 

vines wrapped around it, respectively.31 The illustration is accompanied by the caption: 

They call themselves masters of meditation who have abandoned all (hōge no zenji), 
but they don’t shave their heads and they wear eboshi hats. They forget about 

 
30 Matsuoka Shinpei claims this was a particularly Japanese phenomenon, as Chinese Buddhist 
monks were not known for concerted efforts to commune with the general populace, in contrast to 
Daoist figures. Matsuoka Shinpei, “Kanjin ni yoru tenkai,” in Chūsei geinō o yomu (Iwanami Shoten, 
2002), 10. 
31 Kuroda Hideo argues that Denkō’s staff is a shujō 拄杖, a tall staff for pilgrimage originally used by 

Zen and especially Rinzai monks. Kuroda Hideo, “Hōkazō to boro: Tengu zōshi no Jinen Koji tachi 
no sugata o yomu,” Kokubungaku: kaishaku to kyōzai no kenkyū 37, no. 14 (1992): 76–82. 
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meditation and wander up and down the streets playing the sasara. They leave 
behind spiritual devotion and commit acts of folly (kyōgen) right and left.32 

 
The scroll goes on to critique Zen for its ostensibly heretical philosophies. It thus evinces 

previously established Buddhist institutions’ anxiety around Zen’s rising popularity and 

particularly its newly acquired shogunal patronage in the medieval period. Yet as Zen became 

institutionalized, especially with the development of the officially sponsored Gozan temple 

system, and came to comprise another Buddhist orthodoxy, established figures in Zen temples 

themselves turned critical eyes on those in their ranks whom they deemed heterodox. Around 

the time Kan’ami produced Jinen Koji, the monk Bassui Tokusho (1327–87) denounced figures 

similar to Jinen, warning that: 

There is a kind of outlaw who call themselves people of hōge. They cast aside the 
robes and begging bowls befitting of monks, wearing instead eboshi hats and the 
skins of dogs, cats, rabbits, or deer. They dance and sing, slandering the teachings 
of the Buddha, and roam the land deceiving men and women. When criticized, 
they claim to be of the likes of venerable recluses like Hotei, Kanzan and Jittoku, 
or Chotō and Kensu, never renouncing their wrongful ways.33 
 

Thus, whether for the Tendai monastic order or for Zen authorities, such eccentrics embodied 

what was peripheral to religious institutions. Motivating their critics was the fear that these 

popular preachers were pretenders, as Bassui’s claim about their deception shows. To such 

authorities, Jinen and his affiliates, frequently described in a manner used for otherworldly 

creatures as “of strange types and forms” (irui igyō), were theatrical in a way deceptive and 

heterodox. Their activities diverged from the script of established religious practices, 

 
32 Umezu Jirō, ed., Tengu zōshi, Zegaibō e, Shinshū Nihon emakimono zenshū 27 (Kadokawa Shoten, 
1978), 90. 
33 Ichikawa Hakugen et al., eds., Chūsei Zenke no shisō, Nihon shisō taikei 16 (Iwanami Shoten, 1972), 
251. 
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constituting an eccentric set of behaviors considered illegitimate by religious elites but which 

held great popular appeal. 

 The hōka in noh emerges from a combination of the social persons of hijiri, fūkyō 

devotees and their Chinese models, peripheral preacher-performers and other embodiments of 

an often Zen-inflected monastic eccentricity that was far from monolithic. In Jinen Koji’s case, 

Kan’ami felt no obligation to stick with a historically accurate representation of his popular 

protagonist, endowing him with aspects more characteristic of hijiri. In an opening scene no 

longer included in the play but recorded in Zeami’s treatise Go on, Jinen Koji delivers a heavily 

philosophical sermon that draws on sources about the holy man Kūya (903−972), elevating 

Jinen to a level of prestige out of reach for lowly preacher-performers.34 Additionally, the first 

half of Jinen Koji takes place at Ungoji, a temple in eastern Kyoto where the revered Zen priest 

Shūhō Myōchō (1282–1337) lived in seclusion for almost two decades before reemerging to 

found Daitokuji.35 According to some sources, the historical Jinen Koji also trained there in the 

lineage of noted Zen monks Shōichi Kokushi and Mukan Gengo, further solidifying the site’s 

role as Zen topos and, in turn, the Zen-centered charisma of noh’s Jinen Koji.36 Some elements 

of fūkyō can even be discerned in Jinen Koji and other hōka in noh, insofar as their 

performances function as a choreographic force that conventionalizes and aestheticizes their 

 
34 Taguchi Kazuo, “Jinen Koji tsuikō,” in Nō kyōgen kenkyū: chūsei bungei ronkō (Miyai Shoten, 1997), 
125-130. Taguchi also shows how Ippen serves as a model for Jinen Koji. Additionally, Tōgan Koji in 
particular quotes the Ippen Shōnin ekotoba at length, bringing in Ippen as a model for its title character. 
35 Amano Fumio, “Higashiyama Ungoji to iu basho: Jinen Koji, Kagetsu, Tōgan Koji no shisōteki haikei,” 
in Nō to iu engeki o aruku, vol. 2, Nōen shōyō (Osaka Daigaku Shuppankai, 2009), 187. Ungoji was 
located near where Kōdaiji stands today. After burning down in 1436, the temple was restored by 
Ashikaga Yoshinori three years later, only to be permanently destroyed in the Ōnin War (1467–77). 
Yamaji Kōzō also identifies Ungoji as a gathering place for outcasts in the latter half of the medieval 
period. Yamaji Kōzō, “‘Sasara’ to sasara sekkyō,” in Okina no za: geinomintachi no chusei (Heibonsha, 
1990), 88. 
36 Amano, “Higashiyama Ungoji to iu basho.”  



 

104 
 

strangeness. As mentioned before, given the enthusiasm for Zen of the warrior class especially, 

it is possible to imagine that sarugaku noh performers who received patronage from the Ashikaga 

and other warrior families would have encountered the aesthetics of eccentricity animating 

figures from Jinen Koji to Ikkyū and felt incentivized to emphasize such aesthetics in their 

works.37 The typification of noh’s hōka was driven by a merging of elements that Muromachi 

playwrights sampled from the diverse repertoire of eccentricities available to them. 

Kanjin Performance and the Theatricalization of Religion 

In Zeami’s time, the social person of the popular preacher mentioned above was still evolving, 

with noh actively contributing to its development. What distinguishes this social person is the 

degree to which his eccentric activities are oriented toward a public audience. If, as Peipei Qiu 

observes, eccentric Zen priests and poets in medieval Japan and their Chinese models set 

themselves apart from society without removing themselves as recluses,38 eccentric popular 

preachers immersed themselves in society in pursuit of their fundraising and proselytizing 

missions. In the Go on excerpt of Jinen Koji, Jinen introduces himself thus: 

Even if you go into the mountains, it is difficult to find the springs from which a 
clear mind flows forth. Meanwhile, even in the midst of the town, why wouldn’t 
the moon of truth shine on the waters if they flow from that same source?  
 
Thinking thus, I decided of my own accord to leave behind my abode deep in the 
mountains, becoming the eccentric that you see before you now (kakaru monogurui 
to nari).39 
 

 
37 Amano, for example, points out that Kan’ami’s years of patronage by Ashikaga Yoshimitsu (1374–
84) coincided with around a decade of Yoshimitsu’s life in which the young shogun displayed an 
especially fervent devotion to Zen. Zeami’s son-in-law Zenchiku was also particularly committed to 
Zen and even studied under Ikkyū. Amano, “Ashikaga Yoshimitsu no Zenteki kankyō to Kan'ami 
no nō.” 
38 Qiu, “From Kuang 狂 to Fūkyō 風狂,” 110. 
39 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 212. 
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Revealing how he abandoned the practice of seclusion in favor of his current station as 

community preacher and entertainer, Jinen Koji offers an alternative possibility for forsaking 

established categories of spiritual practice beyond even the double renunciation of the hijiri. 

Neither taking the tonsure nor becoming a recluse, he abandons the very framework that 

enabled such a binary to exist. In the process, he demonstrates an eccentricity distinct from the 

heretical “madness” attributed to figures like him by religious critics. 

The eccentricity of popular preachers was a product of their time, especially in relation to 

the cultural transformations encapsulated in the evolving practice of religious kanjin 

(fundraising) campaigns. Spurred by sweeping economic changes and their effect on religious 

institutions, the medieval period became, as Matsuoka Shinpei states, “the age of kanjin, socially, 

politically, and culturally.”40 The development of performing arts that came to define the 

medieval period—including both sarugaku noh and hōka performance—owed much to the 

increasing dominance of kanjin campaigns spearheaded by itinerant fundraising preachers as a 

means of raising funds for religious institutions and public works. Many of noh’s hōka perform 

in the service of such fundraising aims: Jinen Koji raises funds for the restoration of a temple, 

while Tōgan Koji and Seigan Koji raise funds for the construction of bridges.41 Historically 

speaking, hōka’s roots in the spread of kanjin had significant implications for the formation of 

noh’s hōka character type as an embodiment of impulses that would now be distinguished as 

artistic and religious. 

 
40 Matsuoka, “Kanjin ni yoru tenkai,” 5. 
41 For useful historical context around Tōgan Koji, see Umetani Shigeki, “Tōgan Koji no haikei: 
kusemai, kanjin, hyōhaku geinōsha nado,” Kanze 74, no. 5 (2007): 26–34. 
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 Kanjin as a widespread, institutionalized practice had its origins in the political upheaval 

marking the turn from the late Heian to early Kamakura periods.42 Prior to this, religious 

institutions had reliably received support from the aristocracy, who either directly sponsored 

them or gave them rights to income from their private estates (shōen). With the dissolution of 

centralized government and private estate system, however, temples and shrines could no longer 

rely on such income and intensified their kanjin efforts out of necessity. In its pre-medieval 

forms, kanjin had referred more to the proselytizing activities of individual monks, who 

preached and encouraged meritorious deeds like sutra-copying, than to fundraising. Gradually, 

such individuals began touring the country with “subscription lists” (kanjinchō) seeking pledges 

of materials or labor from wealthy patrons to support projects like temple restorations in return 

for religious merit. Kanjin began undergoing a pivotal change in the twelfth century, when 

organized kanjin campaigns began additionally soliciting small donations—of rice, raw materials, 

and increasingly cash—from the general populace. We see Jinen Koji performing such activities 

in Kan’ami’s play, where he distributes amulets symbolic of religious merit to the masses in 

exchange for donations. The new need for such fundraising on the part of temples and shrines 

coincided fortuitously with an increased influx of Chinese coins to Japan, where throughout the 

medieval period they fed a growing cash economy that reached even the daily lives of 

commoners, facilitating the ease with which fundraising could be carried out.43 

 Not unlike the genealogy of monastic eccentricities I traced previously from early hijiri to 

medieval preacher-performers, the evolution of kanjin represented a gradual bringing to the fore 

 
42 For overviews of medieval kanjin, see Matsuoka (2002) and Nakanodō Kazunobu, Chūsei kanjin no 
kenkyū: sono keisei to tenkai (Hōzōkan, 2012), as well as Janet R. Goodwin, Alms and Vagabonds: 
Buddhist Temples and Popular Patronage in Medieval Japan (University of Hawai’i Press, 1994). 
43 Ethan I. Segal, Coins, Trade, and the State: Economic Growth in Early Medieval Japan (Harvard University 
Asia Center, 2011), 91–96. 
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of kanjin’s inherent theatricality as an activity dependent on the existence of a performer and an 

audience.44 Starting in the mid-thirteenth century, kanjin preachers began seeking out larger 

audiences by exhibiting Buddhist relics or statues for which spectators were charged a viewing 

fee. By the early fourteenth century, kanjin had become synonymous with spectacle, with monks 

performing music or dance in addition to preaching. As kanjin became more institutionalized, 

they acted as coordinators who brought together various types of performers—most likely 

including hōka—to participate in fundraising events. Kanjin thus evolved past its original 

function as evangelizing through a spectrum of performance forms: from showing, to 

performing, and finally to producing spectacles. 

Hōka were one of many kinds of preachers and entertainers through whom kanjin 

brought about what Matsuoka refers to as the marked theatricality (engekisei) of medieval religion. 

As Buddhist preachers sought an ever-broader audience, their spiritual messaging took on ever 

more theatrical forms, staged as community events where devotional practice enabled the 

traversal of the porous boundary between performer and audience. For example, by soliciting 

payments for amulets or memorial services, as noh’s Jinen Koji does, kanjin monks offered 

people the opportunity to reap religious merit not just for themselves but also for ancestors and 

descendants. Events like Ippen’s dancing nenbutsu or yūzū dainenbutsu festival at Seiryōji started by 

Dōgyo (1223–1311) were explicitly communal, inviting mass participation as well as 

spectatorship, which was also understood to confer spiritual benefits.45 Religious practice and 

performance took on a new form of embodiment—one comprised not only of the individual 

 
44 See Matsuoka’s outline of kanjin’s artistic development in “Kanjin ni yoru tenkai,” 10. 
45 The principle behind the yūzū nenbutsu held that chanting the Amida Buddha’s name permeated 
beyond the individual chanting to benefit all. The yūzū dainenbutsu festival comprises the setting of 
the mad-mother play Hyakuman. 
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but which was imagined to take form from the communal body at large. This community-scale 

embodiment was created out of what Matsuoka refers to as an “embodied connectivity” 

emanating from popular performing arts.46 This embodied connectivity generated the 

expectation of an audience that would participate in a theatrical event, telegraphing the 

embodiment inherent to spiritual practice more generally. 

In their kanjin activities, hōka were religious figures, entertainers, and adept economic 

navigators, practicing the philosophical idea of kyōgen kigo (“wild words and frivolous phrases” 

狂言綺語) which recurs across hōka plays. Coined by the Tang poet Bai Juyi, kyōgen kigo 

originally referred to worldly amusements, especially poetry, that obstructed the Buddhist path. 

However, its predominant meaning in Japan came to be almost the opposite: the potential of 

such worldly pursuits—which expanded to include performance and the arts at large—held to 

guide people to enlightenment. Jinen Koji identifies his performances as kyōgen kigo: 

HUMAN TRAFFICKER. 
One time in the past, when you were giving a sermon like today, you famously did 
a dance on top of the dais to wake up the sleepy audience. So, do a dance like that 
for us now! 

 
JINEN KOJI. 
Ah, that is “wild words and frivolous phrases,” so perhaps that did happen.47 

 
Tōgan Koji, too, echoes this sentiment:48 
 

Indeed, if by singing I lead people on the path of truth, praising the Buddha and 
turning the dharma wheel through wild words and frivolous phrases, let me sing a 
song that delights people’s hearts!49 
 

 
46 Matsuoka, “Kanjin ni yoru tenkai,” 33. 
47 Itō Masayoshi, ed., Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, Shinchō Nihon koten shūsei (Shinchōsha, 2015), 138–39. 
48 Tōgan Koji is attributed to Zeami in the Nōhon sakusha chūmon. 
49 Ibid., 369. There is a nearly identical line in Seigan Koji. 
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Such paradoxical logics were not uncommon within Buddhist thought more generally, with 

dominant modes of thinking in medieval Japan emphasizing the breakdown of dualities—

expressed by ideas such as zen’aku funi (“no distinction between good and evil” 善悪不二) or 

bonnō soku bodai (“worldly passions are enlightenment” 煩悩即菩提)—as well as the ability of 

bodhisattvas to use “expedient means” (hōben) to guide people to the correct path through 

unorthodox means.50 Figures like Jinen Koji, as Etsuko Terasaki notes, “[do] not reconcile the 

conflicting roles of artist and priest, but [show] us that the two are really one, integrating the role 

of priest and performer in the Bodhisattva act.”51 Hōka exemplify a medieval melding of religion 

and performance as well as utility and amusement, underscoring how, rather than antithetical to 

it, the entertaining is spiritual. 

 In the realm of kanjin, the histories of noh and hōka intersect in ways that shed light on 

their respective trajectories of artistic formation. Hōka’s identity as variety performers whose 

appeal derived from the cumulative effect of an array of simpler performances can be traced to 

the nature of kanjin events that brought together diverse artistic forms. Matsuoka sees such 

“eclectic form” as an outgrowth of kanjin’s essential feature of mixing preaching and other 

performing arts, contending that the artistic “sense of cross-pollination” generated from the 

activities of kanjin performers epitomized medieval performance.52 Interestingly, sarugaku noh, 

while emerging in such a context, eventually went down the path of specialization. The 

increasing popularity of performance events called kanjin sarugaku, in which admissions fees 

would go to fundraising as well as paying the performers, proved vital for the development of 

 
50 Margaret H. Childs, “Kyōgen-Kigo: Love Stories as Buddhist Sermons,” Japanese Journal of Religious 
Studies 12, no. 1 (1985): 91–104, 99–100. 
51 Terasaki, “‘Wild Words and Specious Phrases,’” 552. 
52 Matsuoka, “Kanjin ni yoru tenkai,” 42, 39. 
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noh.53 These profitable events eventually became, as Stephen Brown notes, “a primary source of 

income for many noh troupes, one that helped them to establish greater independence from 

local shrines and temples.”54 Thus, while kanjin originally acted as a binding force between 

religious institutions and the sarugaku noh troupes they hired for fundraising, it eventually 

allowed noh to achieve independence from such institutions.  

 In the general arc of medieval performing arts, the development of hōka was more 

representative and of noh more the exception. While sarugaku noh secured elite patronage and 

transformed into an institutionalized art, hōka were part of Yamaji Kōzō’s well-known theory 

that the political upheaval of the Nanboku period (1336–92) spurred an artistic paradigm shift 

from “performers of the way” (michi no geinōsha) to “performers of the hand” (te no geinōsha).55 

The former refers to professional and specialized performers who served regularly at court or at 

religious institutions and who transmitted their art primarily through family lineages, while the 

latter refers to amateur performers like hōka who did not specialize. In a situation that echoed 

the predicament of religious institutions in the aftermath of the Genpei War, many of the 

institutions that performers of the way had served crumbled during the imperial power struggles 

and violence of the Nanboku period. As performers of the way dispersed, professional lineages 

disintegrated and their arts came to be the purview of non-professionals, where they were 

absorbed or adapted into other art forms. Following Yamaji’s logic, hōka’s emergence in the 

early fifteenth century is traceable to this rise of performers of the hand in the wake of 

 
53 The first kanjin sarugaku on record was in 1317, roughly contemporaneous, as Matsuoka notes, 
with a kanjin sermon given by Jinen Koji recorded in 1310. Matsuoka Shinpei, “Mugen nō no hassei: 
kanjin nō no toposu,” in Utage no shintai: basara kara Zeami e (Iwanami shoten, 2004), 89. 
54 Steven T. Brown, Theatricalities of Power: The Cultural Politics of Noh (Stanford University Press, 2001), 
157 n.19. 
55 Yamaji Kōzō, “Chūsei geinō no henshitsu: ‘michi’ no geinōsha kara ‘te’ no geinōsha e,” in Okina 
no za: geinōmintachi no chūsei (Heibonsha, 1990). 
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disappearing specialization in the performing arts. Hōka were thus part of a medieval 

popularization of the performing arts, where temples and markets became fertile grounds for 

cross-pollination between artistic forms. 

Performing Performers 

Having examined the intertwined trajectories of noh and hōka in the context of kanjin, I will 

now pivot to the process by which hōka performance was staged in noh plays in order to 

illuminate the hōka as noh character. Hōka in noh simultaneously were molded by noh 

playwrights and performers into the image of noh and played a constitutive role within noh 

performance itself by giving form to a character type. This is especially clear in noh’s device of 

the geizukushi, a scene comprising a series of varied performing arts. Favored by Zeami as a 

means of maximizing song and dance elements in a given play, the geizukushi features 

prominently in hōka plays, with a few types of performance in particular—such as the kouta (a 

short popular song), sasara, and kakko dance— crystallizing into a conventional repertoire for 

hōka in noh. Jinen Koji, for example, plays the sasara and performs a kakko dance at the behest 

of a pair of human traffickers in return for their release of a young girl, while the two brothers in 

The Hōka Priests conduct a Zen dialogue and perform a kakko dance, respectively, during their 

charade as hōka priests. As for Kagetsu,56 the play itself is in effect an extended geizukushi, 

substantiated almost entirely by Kagetsu’s performances of different genres of song and dance, 

including imayō, kusemai, and a kakko dance, as well as a performance with a miniature bow and 

 
56 Kagetsu is attributed to Zeami in the Nōhon sakusha chūmon. 
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arrow (koyumi).57 In each case, the appeal of the hōka largely derives from the culmination of the 

variety of his arts, which is greater than the sum of its parts. 

What is notable about hōka’s set performance pieces in the geizukushi is the 

foregrounding of the distinction between on-the-ground performance practices of medieval 

hōka and their staging in noh. Jinen Koji, for example, does not portray its title character playing 

an actual sasara, despite the sasara’s close identification with hōka. Instead, the play explicitly 

notes the absence of a physical sasara, making Jinen Koji’s performance one of miming the sasara 

and evoking it via an anecdote about its origins: 

HUMAN TRAFFICKER. 
Now, show us how you play the sasara. 
 
JINEN KOJI. 
Then give me a piece of bamboo. 
 
HUMAN TRAFFICKER. 
There is no bamboo on this boat right now. 
 
JINEN KOJI. 
That’s no problem. 
… 
If you ask about the origins of the sasara, it all started with a monk who lived in 
Higashiyama. Seeing that leaves had fallen on top of his fan, he used his prayer 
beads to sweep them off. They made a sound—sarari sarari—and the sasara was 
born. Like him, I too will make my string of 108 prayer beads my sasara scraper 
(sasara no ko) and the ribs of my fan the bamboo slats of the sasara, brushing them 
together to make the sasara’s sound.58 
 

Jinen Koji’s explication of the origins of the sasara dances around the sasara without coming into 

contact with the sasara as a tangible object, thereby evoking it despite—indeed, by way of—its 

absence. Taking the lack of a sasara as his impetus, Jinen Koji traces the instrument’s genesis in 

 
57 For more on Kagetsu’s bow and arrow, see Ikai Takamitsu, “Kagetsu no ‘haru no asobi’: Kagetsu 
no yumi to ‘koyumi’ o megutte,” Nihon bungaku shiyō 73 (2006): 44–52. 
58 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 141. 
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the sound of another object, a string of prayer beads, the sound of which scraping on the folded 

surface of a fan gave rise to the sasara, which he now mimics with his own prayer beads. In the 

resulting circular narrative route, a sasara demanded by the traffickers fails to materialize, evoked 

instead by the prayer beads in the origin story Jinen Koji narrates; the origin story culminates in 

the invention of the sasara, but it is once again veiled behind the prayer beads that Jinen Koji 

uses to imitate a sasara. What is lost in the disappearance of the physical sasara is more than 

compensated for by Jinen Koji’s circuitous evocation of it in his high-stakes improvisation 

before the traffickers. This curious relation of the sasara as object and its theatrical staging is 

further emphasized in the chorus’s continuation of Jinen’s song, in the text’s own phonetic 

evocation of the sasara via repeated S-sounds: 

JINEN KOJI. 
Here on the seashore in Shiga 
 
CHORUS. 
Soft waves, soft waves (sasanami ya sasanami ya), sweep away (sarari sarari to) the 
Karasaki pine’s fallen needles like my prayer beads scraping (juzu nite sureba) to make 
the sound of the sasara; mimicking the sasara I rub my hands together in prayer (te 
o mo suru mono).59 
 

Jinen Koji’s sasara, it seems, is present in every way but its material form. What the play 

spotlights, then, is not the sasara but the art of representing it—that is, theater itself. 

A similar phenomenon marks Jinen Koji’s subsequent kakko dance, where textual 

ambiguity also renders the status of the drum ambiguous. In the final scene of the play, the 

chorus intones that “originally, the sound of drums was that of waves” (moto yori tsuzumi wa nami 

no oto), the term for waves (nami) potentially doubling as the term for “none” (nashi).60 The line 

 
59 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 141. 
60 Ibid. 
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thus establishes a comparison between the sound of drums and waves while simultaneously 

evoking waves as the original “drums” before the latter existed: 

Originally the sound of drums was that of waves. Here they come, crashing onto 
the shore (dō to wa uchi)! Lost among the rainclouds the thunder god growls. Then 
raindrops start to patter onto the bamboo grass with the sound of a sasara. They 
drum the ice stretching over the pond (tō tō to tsuzumi o mata uchi). And I keep playing 
my sasara, as even though it’s folly (kyōgen) it bears us along the Buddhist path.61 
 

It is possible that earlier performances did not involve a drum prop, but in today’s performances 

Jinen Koji does in fact hold a drum—the same kakko prop used in Kagetsu, The Hōka Priests, and 

Tōgan Koji. Even in current performances, however, the drum serves primarily as a visual 

accessory to the hōka, its sound evoked obliquely through a combination of the shite’s gestures 

of striking the drum and the ōtsuzumi and kotsuzumi drums that form part of noh’s standard 

instrumentation. The prop itself is not struck to produce sound, creating a distance between the 

prop and the drum it ostensibly represents. Whether or not a drum prop is used, the play 

reminds the audience that what they are experiencing is not a hōka’s kakko performance so 

much as noh’s performance of this performance. 

Noh’s hōka are transformed refractions of the hōka performers who populated the same 

performance environment as medieval noh performers, gesturing to broader processes of 

incorporation into noh of other contemporaneous arts. Some of these incorporations, like that 

of kusemai—a sung narrative accentuated by bodily movements like stamping—led to the 

formation of what are now considered fundamental elements of noh’s structure and style.62 

These were not mere transpositions of a given performance form from the outside to the inside 

of noh’s apparatus, but rather themselves creative processes. The kusemai that developed within 

 
61 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 142. 
62 Noh plays’ narrative kuse section is said to have evolved out of kusemai. 
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sarugaku noh was not kusemai as it had been practiced in its prime but kusemai in a form adapted 

specifically for noh. As evidenced in Zeami’s treatises, independent kusemai was already a dying 

art in Zeami’s time,63 and thus its creative, rather than merely replicatory, incorporation into noh 

was apparent even in his day. Noh’s hōka plays offer a small window onto the historical 

circumstances surrounding noh’s formation, highlighting the interaction and mutual 

transformation among performance genres. The discrepancies between on-the-ground artistic 

practices and how these practices appear in plays make noh a problematic documentary record 

of what hōka performance actually looked like. But it is this difference that indexes the crucial 

ways in which medieval sarugaku noh performers engaged with other performing arts in their 

orbit before noh itself was fully formed. As Torii Akio emphasizes in the context of Jinen Koji, 

the geizukushi in hōka plays are not transparent mediations or repetitions of originary 

performances of sasara or kakko.64 These scenes in fact make clear a critical boundary zone in 

the adaptation process where the unraveling of actual hōka performance meets a genesis of its 

re-created form in noh. 

Somewhat ironically, it is The Hōka Priests, a play that depicts not “real” hōka but rather a 

pair of brothers disguised as hōka, that offers the clearest picture of medieval hōka’s appearance 

and activities. The central act of disguise makes the play explicitly about acting the part of a 

hōka, rather than about hōka themselves. Seeking to avenge their father’s death at the hands of 

 
63 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 223.. 
64 Torii Akio, “Gisei no geinō: meta geinō to shite no Jinen Koji,” Nihon bungaku 40, no. 6 (1991): 43–
51. Takahashi Sachiyo also offers an interesting approach—much indebted to Orikuchi Shinobu’s 
idea of the liminal maibito (dancer)—to the representation of performance in Kagetsu, suggesting that 
Kagetsu’s dances are not mere reproduction (saigen) of a preexisting narrative (in the case of 
Kagetsu’s kusemai) or art form (in the case of his kakko dance) but rather a return to an originary, 
essential kinetic energy (undō no enerugī sono mono, 40). See Takahashi Sachiyo, “Nō Kagetsu ni miru 
‘mai’ no chihei: kaiten suru shintai to sono teishi o megutte,” Kyōyō gakka kiyō 26 (1994): 25–44. 
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Tone Nobutoshi, two brothers approach Tone at a pilgrimage site pretending to be a pair of 

hōka: the older brother (shite) dressed in clerical robes and the younger brother Kojirō (tsure) 

outfitted with a bow and arrow. After beguiling Tone with a set of entertainments including a 

Zen dialogue, kusemai, and kakko dance, the brothers succeed in cutting him down. Their quest 

for revenge takes the form of a theatrical game, with their victory secured by skilled 

impersonation. The play, of which the first recorded performance was in 1464, suggests the 

popularity of its subject matter as a novel entertainment form that had quickly become widely 

recognizable. The brothers decide on their disguise after observing that hōka are “popular these 

days” (kono goro hito no moteasobi soro),65 their careful replication of hōka’s comportment hinting at 

a solidifying image of hōka in a time when they were a current form of entertainment. 

 Like the disjunction highlighted in Jinen Koji between hōka performance and its staging in 

noh, The Hōka Priests’ device of disguise makes clear a disjunction that draws attention to the 

hōka in noh as a character being performed. The Hōka Priests essentially revolves around the 

contrast between the brothers’ appearance as hōka who have forsaken worldly attachments and 

their true identities as devoted sons bent on revenge. The brothers themselves recognize this 

misalignment, commenting on their charade: 

OLDER BROTHER. 
How strange we look! 
Apart from the paths of both monk and layman 
We resemble ordinary people in neither appearance nor speech. 
 
KOJIRŌ. 
If only we realized that our manner is itself the life of seclusion and abandoned  

our attachments, we would have peace. Why, instead of knowing this, do  
we continue on, lost in delusion?66 

 

 
65 Yokomichi Mario and Omote Akira, eds., Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, Nihon koten bungaku taikei 41 
(Iwanami Shoten, 1963), 404. 
66 Yokomichi and Omote, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 404. 
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Heightening the tension, Tone confronts them directly about their strange appearance (igyō no 

idetachi) as hōka, inquiring into specific aspects of their dress like Kojirō’s bow and arrow the 

uchiwa fan tied to his older brother’s staff.67 Enjoying what he believes to be a round of Zen 

dialogue, what Tone does not realize is the high-stakes nature of this game of words. When 

Tone inquires about how to achieve enlightenment, the fiery younger brother Kojirō cites a kōan 

saying that one must “utterly cut through” delusions, expressing his intention to cut Tone down 

with his sword in that moment.68 Judging that the ideal moment is not yet upon them, the more 

staid older brother intervenes in the tense exchange, deftly suppressing Kojirō and reassuring 

Tone with the same admonition: “Now, don’t be rash. Your face need not flush with such color 

as a rock azalea in the mountains, you foolish man!69” The Hōka Priests enacts a precarious 

theater, in which that which appears to be true—the brothers’ identity as hōka—is false, and 

that which appears to be harmless play is actually a matter of life and death for Tone. 

 In this suspenseful back-and-forth, The Hōka Priests plays with conventional associations 

with hōka to facilitate the oscillation between deception and the revelation of truth. In addition 

to the brothers’ sartorial disguise as typical hōka, the Zen dialogue spins a disguise of words in 

which the brothers cloak themselves in stock Zen phrases and poetic passages that mask their 

intentions. When Tone asks whether a bow and arrow are appropriate to be carried by a holy 

man, Kojirō’s justification culminates in an enigmatic statement that appears to be a Zen poetic 

reference:  

 
67 Yokomichi and Omote, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 405. 
68 Ibid., 406. 
69 Ibid. 
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And thus we carry a bow and arrow: “Shooting without drawing the bow, without 
releasing the arrow, one does not hit the mark; and neither do they miss,” as the 
poem goes.70 
 

Subsequently, when Tone inquires as to which particular Zen sect or creed the brothers follow, 

they deflect with Zen truisms: 

If you ask of our creed, it is to grasp enlightenment not through the words of 

scripture but directly in the heart (kyōge betsuden 教外別傳). You may speak of it 
but it cannot be spoken; you may expound upon it but it cannot be expounded. If 
you put it into words it degenerates into mere scripture; if you render it in writing 

(monji o tatsureba 文字を立つれば) you betray the creed itself.71 
 
Ultimately, the brothers enact a kind of perverse kyōgen kigo, in which wild words and frivolous 

phrases are employed not for enlightenment but for aims counter to it, driven as they are by 

attachments that motivate revenge. The stock hōka figure acting as a foundation for the play is 

thus subverted to generate dramatic interest—from the humor of Tone’s gullibility to the 

suspense wrought by the anticipation of the brothers’ inevitable attack. Moreover, by 

thematizing the ambiguity between costume and disguise, The Hōka Priests seizes upon hōka’s 

inherent theatricality toward unconventional and—at least for Tone—unexpected ends. Hōka 

were known to sometimes dress for theatrical effect in the costume of others, such as monks or 

warriors, but nevertheless remained recognizable as that—costumed hōka.72 These eccentric 

costumes set hōka apart from other entertainers, but they did not change hōka’s perceived 

identity. The Hōka Priests adds a further layer of theatricality in that the brothers’ costumes are a 

 
70 Yokomichi and Omote, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 405. Kojirō’s poem (引かぬ弓放さぬ矢にて射る時

は当たらずしかも外さざりけり) takes from a poem that is somewhat dubiously attributed to 

the Rinzai Zen master Musō Soseki (1275–1351): 立てぬ的引かぬ弓にて放つ矢のあたらぬ

しかもはづれざりけり. See note 199 in Yokomichi and Omote, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 449. 
71 Ibid. Kyōge betsuden and furyū monji 不立文字 are Zen expressions conveying that enlightenment 

must be attained through the communion of minds rather than word or scripture. 
72 Tokue, “Hōkazō ron,” 6. 
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disguise. Even the older brother, who is already a monk, fashions himself specifically as a hōka 

monk. Tone’s downfall is that he mistakes a disguise, which conceals the brothers’ true identities, 

for a costume that supposedly telegraphs their identity as hōka. 

This intensified theatricality, in which hōka’s status as dramatic characters is made overt, 

plays an important role in the hōka’s typification in noh as a distinct kind of eccentric. The 

metatheatrical qualities of noh’s hōka offer broader insights into the workings of character in 

theater. As Patrice Pavis notes, “[e]ven the polished character. . . can be reduced to a set of 

traits, or even distinctive signs, and has nothing to do with an actual person. And, inversely, the 

type is none other than a character who states frankly its limits and simplification.”73 Noh’s hōka 

demonstrate, as suggested by Pavis, the potential of types to be generative rather than merely 

reductive. More than a reflection of actual hōka performers, they are figures whose origins are 

more appropriately located in noh’s performance practices—rather than historical figures like 

the “real” Jinen Koji—and who “state frankly” their status as theatrical creations that adhere to 

a set of conventions. In doing this, they enable a process whereby something other is generated 

in excess of that directly represented—deception and revenge in The Hōka Priests, for example, 

or the illustration of mimesis in Jinen Koji. The element of the uncontained and the potentially 

unwieldy in such instances lends hōka an important part of their eccentricity.  

Hōka and Gender 

Taking this basic outline of hōka’s eccentricity, I will now move toward situating this eccentricity 

within noh’s madness genre at large via the issue of gender. I have shown in other chapters how 

noh’s stagings of kurui are inextricable from the webs of social relations and bonds of desire that 

 
73 Patrice Pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre: Terms, Concepts, and Analysis, trans. Christine Shantz 
(University of Toronto Press, 1998), 423. 
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constitute gender. Hōka are no exception to this in that their eccentricity is also co-constitutive 

with their gender. The gendering of hōka, however, is distinct from that of other mad figures in 

noh, both male and female, fashioning hōka as a third gender within the realm of madness plays. 

The most salient indicator of hōka’s gender is their haunting by the social person of the 

kasshiki 喝食, a youth who had not yet taken the tonsure and who announced and served meals 

at Zen temples. Both Jinen Koji and Kagetsu are identified as kasshiki in their respective play 

texts, and most shite in hōka plays wear the kasshiki mask (Figure 3.1). The smooth and refined 

mask, characterized by gentle dimples and bangs fanning out in the shape of a gingko leaf, 

expresses a youthful and somewhat androgynous attractiveness that similarly characterizes the 

kasshiki’s better-known counterpart—the chigo.74 As untonsured boys who served in temples, 

often participating in performing arts, and who were sometimes the objects of desire by older 

monks, kasshiki occupied a status within the temple community proximate to that of chigo, whose 

role as the younger sexual companions to higher-ranking members of the clergy, along with their 

important contributions to temple performances like ennen dances and even cross-dressed 

shirabyōshi dances, are well-documented.75 

Noh plays’ association of hōka with chigo via the figure of the kasshiki is a deliberate 

move that is at odds with the historical reality of the vast social differences between hōka and 

chigo. The latter were often sons of the elite whose terms as chigo provided a religious and artistic 

education. And yet their connection with hōka emerges organically by way of the intensely 

embodied and theatrical nature of medieval religious practices previously discussed. Chigo’s 

 
74 For an overview of kasshiki mask variants, along with their photographs, see Tanabe Saburōsuke, 
“Nōmen no bi: Jinen Koji to ‘kasshiki’ no omote,” Shimei 1 (1997): 17–22. 
75 For a definitive recent work on chigo in English, see Sachi Schmidt-Hori, Tales of Idolized Boys: Male-
Male Love in Medieval Japanese Buddhist Narratives (University of Hawai’i Press, 2021). 
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status as sexual objects and entertainers in monastic contexts encapsulate a “oneness of play and 

enlightenment,”76 while in their deployment of kyōgen kigo, hōka are similarly shown to integrate 

entertainment and the pursuit of enlightenment in a sometimes erotic manner. Jinen Koji in the 

Tengu zōshi and Kagetsu, for example, sing romantic verses, the former of a yearned-for lover 

who never visits (matsu hito no kozaru ramu)77 and the latter of a “trickster called love” (koi to ieru 

kusemono) while dancing arm-in-arm with the local man who is his supervisor at Kiyomizu 

Temple.78 In the subsequent kusemai, the charming figure of the young Kagetsu singing and 

dancing evokes, as Tokue Gensei notes, the kusemai performed by chigo that feature prominently 

in records of performances at temples and the court.79 Noh’s hōka is marked not only by his 

propensity for song and dance, but also for his youthful beauty. This is underscored by his 

affiliation with the monastic world, a site in which beautiful boys epitomized desire. This 

emphasis on eccentricity as encompassing the beautiful in addition to the strange was 

representative of a time when noh’s portrayals of kurui were increasingly aestheticized.  

The relationship between chigo, kasshiki, and hōka on view in noh’s hōka plays gestures to 

broader developments in medieval temples and noh’s performance practices. In the Kamakura 

period, kasshiki were generally adults, but in the Muromachi period they were younger on 

average, becoming closer in age to chigo, who ranged from children over seven to young 

teenagers.80 Depictions of Jinen Koji were especially symptomatic of this change. While the 

 
76 Bernard Faure, “Boys to Men,” in The Red Thread: Buddhist Approaches to Sexuality (Princeton 
University Press, 1998), 253–54. 
77 Umezu, Tengu zōshi, Zegaibō e. 
78 Nishino Haruo, ed., Yōkyoku hyakuban, Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei 57 (Iwanami Shoten, 
1998), 297. 
79 Tokue Gensei, “Kagetsu kō,” in Muromachi geinōshi ronkō (Miyai Shoten, 1984), 194-200. 
80 Harada, “Hōkazō, boro ni miru chūsei Zenshū to minshū,” 48 n.20. Oda Sachiko also notes the 
conflation of kasshiki and chigo in the Muromachi period in “Sakuhin kenkyū Tōgan Koji,” Kanze 74, 
no. 6 (2007): 26–34, 32. 
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Tengu zōshi’s Jinen Koji sports a beard that marks him as an adult, his mature character in the 

noh play stands somewhat at odds with the youthfulness represented by his kasshiki mask. One 

possibility is that the kasshiki in the play text refers to an adult, in accordance with Kamakura 

practices, while the youthful kasshiki mask was a product of kasshiki’s transformed image in the 

Muromachi period. Alternatively, noh’s Jinen Koji may have originally been a chigo noh—noh 

that spotlighted the beauty of child performers. In a passage recorded in the Talks on Sarugaku, 

Zeami recalls that his middle-aged father Kan’ami looked “twelve or thirteen” playing the shite in 

Jinen Koji—a reasonable age for a chigo or young kasshiki in the Muromachi era.81 Taguchi Kazuo 

has even proposed that Zeami may have been cast as Jinen Koji when he was actually a boy of 

twelve.82 Even if Kan’ami actually looked closer to “sixteen of seventeen” playing Jinen Koji, as 

Zeami alternatively suggests in the Besshi kuden, it is clear that noh’s Jinen Koji was imbued with 

a youthful appeal that contrasted both with his earlier depiction in the Tengu zōshi and in modern 

noh performances, where he gives off “a strong impression of being an older monk.”83 

More than age as a number of years, however, the gender of chigo and kasshiki was 

entangled with age understood according to socially recognized life stages. The identities of such 

figures were embedded in a life stage between childhood and adulthood. Considering this, the 

fact that Kagetsu was abducted by a tengu goblin when he was seven years old, as he relates in 

the play’s final scene, becomes significant. In premodern Japan, children under seven were 

generally not considered to be fully people but still “of the gods.”84 Kagetsu is spirited away at 

age seven because he is, at the precipice of entering society, still “easily taken” by otherworldly 

 
81 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 265. 
82 Taguchi Kazuo, “Nōgaku taisei mae no kyōgen—Jinen Koji wa kyōgen deatta,” Nō kyōgen 20 (2022): 
108–17,116–17. 
83 Yokomichi and Omote, Yōkyokushū, vol. 1, 433n49. 
84 Kuroda Hideo, Kyōkai no chūsei, shōchō no chūsei (Tokyo Daigaku Shuppankai, 1986), 224. 
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forces like tengu.85 Extracted from his community and from the rituals facilitating social 

development therein, Kagetsu remains suspended in a state of incomplete societal membership 

even as the years pass. Hosokawa sees Kagetsu’s life as an entertainer as putting him on a 

trajectory to become a daidōji (literally, “big child”), an adult male who never underwent the 

genpuku ceremony, a rite of passage in which a boy’s hair would be cut and tied in a topknot to 

visually mark his entrance into adulthood.86 In many medieval sources, notions of the child and 

childhood are relatively fluid, allowing for cases like that of the daidōji in which elements of 

youth and maturity commingled.87 

 In their overlaying with the social persons of chigo and kasshiki, hōka demonstrate 

liminality as a positively defined attribute, rather than merely a nebulous state between better 

recognized categories. This understanding of liminality invites the consideration of medieval 

social categories beyond those related to official institutions. Matsuoka does this when he 

compares the liminal status of kanjin monks, including hōka, and chigo, revealing how each 

occupied a crucial niche within temples without being fully part of their official organizational 

structure.88 The example of these figures also offers a means of questioning modern binaries 

that were not as engrained in the premodern world. Echoing a common refrain in discussions of 

the liminal in noh, Takahashi argues that Kagetsu embodies the boundary between “religion and 

 
85 Takahashi, “Nō Kagetsu ni miru ‘mai’ no chihei,” 34. 
86 Hosokawa Ryōichi, Itsudatsu no Nihon chūsei (Chikuma gakugei bunko, 2000), 68-74. See also 
Tokue, “Kagetsu kō,” 202. 
87 For more on medieval understandings of children and childhood, see Or Porath, “Nasty Boys or 
Obedient Children? Childhood and Relative Autonomy in Medieval Japanese Monasteries,” in 
Child’s Play: Multi-Sensory Histories of Children and Childhood in Japan, ed. Sabine Frühstück and Anne 
Walthall (University of California Press, 2017). 
88 Matsuoka, “Kanjin ni yoru tenkai,” 11. 
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dance” and “sacred and profane.”89 But while it is true that noh’s hōka are liminal beings who 

generate interest by harboring diverse qualities, the categories between which these hōka existed 

were not necessarily antithetical in their medieval context. As earlier discussed, the theatrical 

embodiedness of the religious practices of hōka and related figures like hijiri and kanjin monks 

demonstrates how the spiritual in medieval Japan encompassed the artistic and even the erotic 

rather than remain sequestered from realms considered secular. Moreover, instead of conflating 

chigo with children in general and conceptualizing them as “genderless” (musei) as Kuroda Hideo 

does,90 we might follow Sachi Schmidt-Hori in considering chigo’s liminality as a distinct stage of 

“nonadultness,” which she distinguishes from infantilization by highlighting the spiritual power 

attributed to chigo specifically by virtue of their distance from adulthood.91 In medieval tales 

about chigo, for example, chigo are often posthumously discovered to have been avatars of 

bodhisattvas, who remain in this world to save humanity from its own corruption. Hōka’s 

construction out of such ideas articulated their gender as a distinct gender within the madness 

genre. 

“Apart from the paths of both monk and layman” 

To close, I want to raise the implications of hōka’s gendered eccentricity as a phenomenon that 

lies ultimately in their fundamental unattachment to familial structures. In The Hōka Priests, this 

disassociation of hōka and the family is supported by way of contrast, where, as we have seen, 

dramatic tension hinges on the contrast between the brothers’ disguise as hōka and their 

 
89 For example, Matsuoka also participates in the uncritical application of the concepts of sacred and 
profane (sei to zoku) to analytic objects in premodern Japan, using them to describe the liminality of 
chigo and hōka. 
90 Kuroda Hideo, “Emaki” kodomo no tōjō: chūsei shakai no kodomo zō (Kawade Shobō Shinsha, 1989), 
96. 
91 Schmidt-Hori, Tales of Idolized Boys, 2–3. 
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imbrication in the patriarchal family.92 Going even further than the standard religious 

renunciation embodied by monks, some sources explicitly obscure hōka’s familial origins. The 

Tengu zōshi describes Jinen Koji as “born from nothing” (muni kotsū 無而忽有) echoing the 

suggestion implicit in his very name that he “naturally” (jinen)—that is, spontaneously and 

without external intervention—became a lay monk (koji) or a beggar (kojiki), as some sources 

refer to him.93 An exchange between a traveler (waki) and the title character in Tōgan Koji echoes 

this sentiment: 

TRAVELER. 
Well then, where is your family home? And who are the parents you left behind to 
become a monk? 
 
TŌGAN KOJI. 
That is a difficult question. There is no place from which I come, so there is no 
reason to say I renounced my home. Not being a renunciate, I did not shave my 
head, nor did I dye my robes black; I merely, of my own, entered the Buddhist 
way.94 
 

To be considered a “monk” or “recluse,” Togan Koji explains, he would need to have a home 

and family to renounce, but he does not; in the absence of such categories, he enters the 

Buddhist path as he is, without performing the conventional ritual actions of cutting his hair or 

putting on clerical robes. In this separation of hōka from family origins or conventional 

monastic life, such portrayals also set hōka apart from the long-established relationship of 

temples to male-dominated family politics, where younger sons of aristocratic families often 

took religious vows as an alternative to inheritance as a means of influence. In the figure of the 

 
92 In contrast, boro 暮露, another kind of male street entertainer, appear in sources connected to 

families, with women and children accompanying them. Kuroda, “Hōkazō to boro,” 78. 
93 For more on muni kotsū, see Taguchi Kazuo, “Jinen Koji kenkyū shūi nidai: ‘muni kotsū,’ ‘taihō,’” 
Bunkyō daigaku bungakubu kiyō 18, no. 2 (2005): 91–112. 
94 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 368. 
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half-lay hōka, noh articulates an identity “apart from the paths of both monk and layman,” in 

the words of the brothers in The Hōka Priests.95 

Hōka’s pronounced lack of attachment to webs of relationships that so strongly 

structured medieval society could be considered their strangest aspect—that is, the single most 

peculiar characteristic potentially rendering them “mad” beyond eccentricity. This stands in stark 

contrast to noh’s madwomen, whose kurui is catalyzed by an over-attachment to a lover or child. 

Women are predisposed to this condition, noh plays frequently suggest, whether by nature or 

circumstance. The similarly interpersonal madman plays, which emphasize men’s homosocial 

bonds within the male-dominated institutions of family and politics, also form a contrast with 

hōka.96 Unattachment is at the heart of the hōka’s status as a “third”— a third gender, a third 

alternative beyond monastic and lay life, a third type of kurui beyond spirit possession and 

emotional obsession.97 

 The gendering of hōka’s eccentricity via their lack of attachments reaches to the core of 

madness and its imbrications with notions of personhood. Noh’s attachment-driven madwomen 

and madmen demonstrate what Alexus McLeod describes as the communal understanding of 

personhood, whereby a person cannot exist as an entity independent of social relationships. In 

 
95 Other examples of figures who lay between the statuses of monk and layman in premodern Japan 
include the unordained or self-ordained ubasoku and shami, who conducted proselytizing activities 
and sometimes had families. Kleine, “Hermits and Ascetics in Ancient Japan.” 
96 Baba (1974) argues that hōka’s yūkyō is a “feigned madness” (yōkyō 佯狂, 66) epitomizing an 

enlightened heart and that hōka “have no attachments to reality” (62). While I diverge from Baba’s 
account of yūkyō as a liberating force that promotes individual autonomy, her thinking helpfully 
gestures to how madness need not be antinormative to be eccentric. 
97 In the context of the Sandō, Sawano Kaya sees hōka as yet another type of third that fleshes out 
Zeami’s vision for making song and dance the highlight of noh plays. She argues that the yūkyō 

embodied by hōka forms a complement with two other semi-neologisms in the treatise: yūjo 遊女 

(women who sing and dance) and yūshi 遊士 (men who sing and dance). Sawano Kaya, “Zeami ni 

okeru monogurui nō no tenkai— ‘hōka,’ ‘yūkyō,’ ‘monogurui’ no gogi no kentō kara,” Geinōshi 
kenkyū, no. 163 (2003): 18–30. 
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McLeod’s context of ancient China and elsewhere in the Sinosphere, this understanding was 

most clearly articulated in Confucian thought, whose emphasis on parent-child relations in 

particular manifests in many madness plays. The Confucian position is an intensified expression 

of a more widely acknowledged co-dependence of humans. This in fact holds implications for 

the terms of discourse around types: John Frow, for example, brings attention to this in his 

amendment of Fowler’s theory of characterization, emphasizing that the term “social person” is 

“a tautology: persons are, by definition, social.”98  

In contrast, the eccentricity of hōka arises in a very different framework, one more in 

line with Zhuangist ideas of the transcendence of categorical thinking. Hōka’s freedom from 

social conformity and adherence to rules and normative logic endows them with a spontaneity 

(jinen 自然), as suggested by the name Jinen Koji, that derives from the idea of the “self-so” or 

the self-evident nature of Buddhist truths. This spontaneity is of a kind with what McLeod 

describes as the Zhuangist view of “proper human activity as the unregimented, uncultivated, 

and unforced" by the arbitrary human-made strictures of ritual propriety.99 Such activity was 

commonly deemed mad (kuang 狂) by observers but was in fact a more philosophically 

enlightened state. In this perspective, the mad person, for all his strangeness, occupies a more 

enlightened position than those who act in accord with restrictive social norms based on ideas of 

the family and other institutions.100 

 
98 John Frow, “Type,” in Character and Person (Oxford University Press, 2014), 118. 
99 Alexus McLeod, The Dao of Madness: Mental Illness and Self-Cultivation in Early Chinese Philosophy and 
Medicine (Oxford university press, 2021), 143. 
100 I say “his” strangeness because, as far as I have been able to tell, this sort of transcendent 
madness is exclusively available to men. McLeod does not substantially address gender in his study. 
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The notion that hōka’s eccentricity is the product of such a transcendence is most legible 

in the Zen phraseology that facilitates the modeling of noh’s hōka on Zen eccentrics, bringing us 

back to the beginning of this chapter. Commonly cited phrases in hōka plays emphasize 

freedom from dogmatic religious practices (furyū monji kyōge betsuden 不立文字教外別伝),101 

direct experience of the world (yanagi wa midori hana wa kurenai 柳は緑花は紅),102 and the 

nullification of binaries (zen o mite mo susumazu chi o sutete mo gu narazu 善を見ても進まず智をす

てても愚ならず).103 Here, the classic paradox of using the categorizing force of language—and, 

moreover, the emphatically conventional language of idioms—to free the mind of categorical 

thinking resonates with the hōka’s typification. Noh’s hōka evoke this transcendence of 

categories while being themselves symptomatic of established cultural taxonomies and, in turn, 

perpetuating typification by acting as social persons on which other characters in noh, especially 

madmen, are based. In this way, hōka exhibit the generic attributes of a representative figure in 

the madness genre while simultaneously projecting an ideal that exceeds the typical, modeling 

something of the type itself as a concept encompassing both the typical and the exemplary.104 

They thus disclose the puzzle of the mediation of madness and eccentricity in noh at large, 

where the staging of inherently unruly states necessitates a theatrical language of convention. 

Hōka, like the performance of kurui more generally, encapsulate both the chaotic and the 

conventional, spinning entertainment out of theater’s contradictions. 

 
101 This phrase appears in The Hōka Priests and Seigan Koji. 
102 This phrase appears in The Hōka Priests, Seigan Koji, and Tōgan Koji. See also Satō Tamotsu, 
“‘Yanagi wa midori hana wa kurenai’ no shutten ni tsuite,” Kanze 74, no. 7 (2007): 26–30. 
103 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 368–69. 
104 Anthony Ossa-Richardson, “Proust, Typical Novelist: Literary Context as Type,” Modern Language 
Quarterly 83, no. 1 (2022): 27–55, 28–29. 
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Itinerant Bodies: Madwomen, Human Trafficking, and the Politics of Movement 

 
In the climactic scene of the noh play Sumida River (Sumidagawa) by Motomasa (?−1432), a 

group of travelers sits in rapt attention as the ferryman steering their boat recounts a tragedy. 

The tragedy, the man recalls, occurred on the banks of this very river—the play’s eponymous 

river in present-day Tokyo—on a spring day exactly a year prior. 

A merchant of people passing through on his way from Kyoto far up north to 
Ōshū had bought a boy of twelve or thirteen. Perhaps because he was 
unaccustomed to the strain of such a long journey, the child fell gravely ill. Unable 
to take another step, he collapsed on the banks of the river. And how heartless the 
people of this world can be! The trader abandoned the child on the side of the road 
and continued on his way up north. . . . When asked his father’s name and where 
he was from, the boy said in a refined manner, “I was the only child of a man 
named Yoshida from Kitashirakawa in Kyoto. . . . Please bury me here on the 
roadside, for I long just for a glimpse of people coming from my home in the 
capital.”. . . He chanted the name of the Amida Buddha several times, and finally, 
his life came to an end. Ah, what a heartbreaking story!1 
 

Among the ferry passengers, none is so moved as one “madwoman” (kyōjo), who remains on the 

boat in tears after the others have all disembarked. The child in the ferryman’s story, she has 

realized, was her lost son. She has traversed the countryside, desperately searching for him to the 

point of madness (Figure 4.1). 

The intertwining of human trafficking and madness in Sumida River recurs in multiple 

plays. The relationship between these phenomena in noh engenders an ideological drama. In 

many of noh’s madness plays, the impetus for madness lies in the forced separation and 

displacement of family members or lovers. Noh’s depictions of kurui harbor a spatial politics, 

illustrating Anna Harpin’s observation that madness is predominantly conceptualized as an 

“inherently geographical encounter” in which the mad are “dislocated” from the “here” 

 
1 Itō Masayoshi, ed., Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, Shinchō Nihon koten shūsei (Shinchōsha, 2015), 182–83. 
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constituting their observers’ reality.2 Emphasizing trafficking and migration between various 

locations, the wanderings of noh’s mad thus take a path that is not arbitrary but invested with 

meaning by the normative gaze that identifies kurui as such. 

This chapter investigates this gaze, which noh casts in line with the cultural standards of 

the capital at Kyoto, illuminating the configurations of power that are produced and perpetuated 

as a result of this identification of madness with forces of trafficking. The itineraries of the 

trafficked and the mad in noh, as I will show, make legible unwieldy boundary regions at the 

limits of the capital’s reach. Intimately identified with such marginalized spaces as an itinerant 

female performer, noh’s madwoman offers spectators a dance in order to reunite with her child, 

always a son. I argue that the focalization of this aestheticized exchange, in which kurui is 

rendered beautiful as a captive dance, reinforces the transactional dynamics that are otherwise 

obscured in madness plays. 

My primary aim in this chapter is to offer an account of the aesthetics and politics of 

noh’s dramatizations of forced movement. I do not seek to use noh plays to present further 

evidence for historically documented practices of human trafficking in Japan’s medieval period, 

on which, as I discuss shortly, much has already been said. In so doing, I offer a necessary 

supplement to previous studies, within the disciplinary confines of both Japanese history and 

noh studies, of human trafficking in premodern Japan. The majority of such studies generally 

approach human trafficking in literary and performance genres merely as supporting evidence 

for practices observed in the historical, and especially the legal, record.3 Beyond facts mined 

 
2 Anna Harpin, “Dislocated: Metaphors of Madness in British Theatre,” in Performance, Madness and 
Psychiatry: Isolated Acts, ed. Anna Harpin and Juliet Foster (Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 187. 
3 For an example of this approach in a seminal work, see Maki Hidemasa, Nihon hōshi ni okeru jinshin 
baibai no kenkyū (Yūhikaku, 1961). 
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through evidentiary treatment, aesthetic objects like plays have the potential to yield knowledge 

that is inaccessible in privileged documentary and official archives. More specifically, the 

aesthetic archive of madness plays illuminates how social anxieties around transactable and 

itinerant bodies in medieval Japan fed an elite-oriented impulse toward artistic refinement in the 

emergent institution of noh theater. Pursuing insights into human trafficking beyond merely 

empiricist modes of inquiry necessitates thinking of human trafficking not just as the buying and 

selling of people but even more so in terms of a repertoire of compelled movement. 

Accordingly, this chapter arcs from the trade in humans narrowly defined to noh’s stylization of 

movement more broadly via logics of exchange and ownership. Thus, while the chapter first lays 

a foundation in historical practices of human trafficking, it goes on to spotlight the ideological 

work performed by noh’s narratives around forced and transactional movement. 

In probing the dynamics of trafficking in noh’s aesthetic archive, I emphasize the 

significance of evolving medieval cultural significations of the multivalent term kurui. As 

discussed in more depth in Chapter One, Zeami draws a distinction between the older notion of 

kurui as spirit possession and the more artistically demanding style of kurui as that which 

originates in the emotional response to “separation from a parent, the search for a lost child, 

abandonment by a husband, or being preceded in death by one’s wife.”4 In practice, most 

figures who fall within this classification are women. Moreover, a significant proportion are 

mothers who go mad searching for sons who, in plays like Sumida River, Sakura River 

(Sakuragawa), and Mii Temple (Miidera), have been taken by a trafficker. Such a notion of madness 

as a gendered negotiation of strains on social relationships would resonate even into the modern 

 
4 Omote Akira and Katō Shūichi, eds., Zeami, Zenchiku, Nihon shisō taikei 24 (Iwanami Shoten, 
1974), 23. 
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era, where, as Yumi Kim notes, despite psychiatric efforts to essentialize forms of madness like 

hysteria as an illness to which the female body was predisposed, women maintained that “their 

mental and emotional afflictions occurred not only within their bodies but in the realm of 

intimate social and familial relations.”5 Similarly, rather than something deeply interior, kurui in 

medieval noh is embedded in the world outside the body’s physical contours, extending ever 

outward to create sprawling geographies of social deviance and cultural difference. 

This theatrical evolution of kurui was accompanied by a stylization that, in its basic 

formulation, rendered the mad female body beautiful via a masculine logic of trafficking and 

ownership. Thus, in noting that noh recognizes in its portrayals of madness stressors that 

overwhelmingly burdened women in a male-dominated society, I am not attempting to redeem 

the gender politics of noh plays and the professional community that performs them—which, 

even today, remains almost entirely male. Here we confront the implications of kurui’s enduring 

association with movement and its meaning as “dance,” usually that performed by the mad. 

Dramaturgically speaking, Zeami’s style of staging kurui presented an opportunity for a journey 

culminating in a dance scene. The story of how kurui came to span opposite ends of the 

spectrum of spectacular behavior—from the “fearsome” (osoroshi) and “strange” (fushigi) 

convulsions of the possessed to the “enjoyable or entertaining” (omoshiroshi) dance of the mad—

is one of how the mad body in noh rose in aesthetic value as a trafficked object.6 Accordingly, I 

focus my analysis on how kurui operates as trade: how the mad body and its sought-after dance 

are offered in exchange for something, such as passage into a restricted space or the return of 

 
5 H. Yumi Kim, Madness in the Family: Women, Care, and Illness in Japan (Oxford University Press, 
2022), 4. 
6 Spirit possession is described as osoroshi, for example, in Rolls of Silk and fushigi in Poem Divination. 
Kurui is described as omoshiroshi in Kagetsu, Sakura River, and Sumida River, among others. 
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one’s child. 

Moreover, I take seriously the neglected processes by which human trafficking was 

gendered in medieval Japan. Many scholars have been reluctant to acknowledge the 

undercurrents of gendered trafficking and violence in plays that they prefer to celebrate as 

pleasant performances of song and dance. Meanwhile, other approaches emphasize the 

madwoman as a figure of transgression or empowerment in the face of oppression, at the 

expense of recognizing her precarity and subordination.7 In the following two sections, I rectify 

such tendencies by pursuing a closer consideration of premodern bodies’ transactability and the 

limits of their autonomy. 

Preliminary Considerations of “Human Trafficking” 

I now offer an overview of medieval notions around the trade in people that inform noh’s 

aesthetic negotiations of human trafficking before delving further into this chapter’s primary 

concern with such negotiations. Medieval representations of human trafficking accentuate the 

pathos generated by particular cases of trafficking and the cruelty of individual traffickers, but 

they do not cast a moral judgment on the trade in people itself. Such representations adhere to a 

social framework in which the ability of humans to exercise powers of ownership over others 

was perceived not as a violation of sacrosanct individual rights but as a foundational mechanism 

for organizing society.8 The notion of a human right to individual freedom and bodily autonomy 

 
7 See, for example, Hosokawa Ryōichi, Itsudatsu no Nihon chūsei (Chikuma Gakugei Bunko, 2000); 
Bernard Faure, The Power of Denial: Buddhism, Purity, and Gender (Princeton University Press, 2003); 
Minae Yamamoto Savas, “Feminine Madness in the Japanese Noh Theatre” (Doctoral dissertation, 
The Ohio State University, 2008). 
8 Given this, it should not come as a surprise that both historical documents and noh plays include 
instances of Buddhist clergy participating in practices of the trade in people. See, for example, 
Shimojū (2012, 44–45). 
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that undergirds today’s conceptualizations of human trafficking was not operative in medieval 

Japan, where prevailing social structures emphasized instead the roles and obligations individuals 

held as members of kinship networks and other types of community. While in modern liberal 

understandings, bondage is clearly demarcated from its presumed antithesis of freedom, the 

concept of personal freedom is largely absent from the premodern record. Thomas Nelson 

notes, for example, that despite the plethora of words denoting servile statuses in the Japanese-

Portuguese Nippo jisho, an important early dictionary published in 1603, there are no terms that 

explicitly designate a free status.9 Instead, individuals occupied a gradation of categories of 

bondage in which a person’s relative position was determined, in Orlando Patterson’s 

formulation, by the “degree of power, claims, and privileges others had in them and in the 

counterbalancing set of claims, powers, and privileges they had in others.”10 While transacted 

people in medieval Japan may indeed have experienced a curtailing of independence, their 

change in status was not understood as a loss of liberty, but rather as a shift between relational 

networks to which they were beholden. Thus, activities that contemporary standards classify 

together on the grounds that they are conditions of un-freedom, such as being abducted by a 

trafficker or bequeathed to someone as a hereditary servant, occupied discrete positions in 

regard to both medieval law and cultural imaginaries. 

There is therefore a disjunction between what “human trafficking” means today and how 

the activities that now fall under its umbrella were comprehended in medieval Japan, and it is 

important to recognize this disjunction in advance of examining the concept of human 

trafficking in the context of medieval forms like noh. The terminology around the concept of 

 
9 Thomas Nelson, “Slavery in Medieval Japan,” Monumenta Nipponica 59, no. 4 (2004): 463–92, 473. 
10 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Harvard University Press, 1982), 
27. 



   

 135 

human trafficking in Japan is indicative of how understandings of the trade in people have not 

remained stable over the past century, let alone the past half-millennium. What has been the 

most widely used Japanese term for human trafficking over the past several decades, jinshin baibai 

(literally, “the buying and selling of people”), is in fact a relative neologism with origins in the 

twentieth century. Major works on the topic—such as Maki Hidemasa’s Nihon hōshi ni okeru 

jinshin baibai no kenkyū (A Study of the Trade in People in Japanese Legal History, 1961) and, more 

recently, Shimojū Kiyoshi’s Miuri no Nihonshi: Jinshin baibai kara nenki bōkō e (A History of the Sale 

of People in Japan: From the Trade in People to Indentured Labor, 2012), for example—use the term to 

discuss an array of practices that would not have necessarily been associated together in 

medieval Japan.11 Evincing a movement toward more capacious understandings of transactions 

in people, since the beginning of the twenty-first century the preferred legal term for human 

trafficking has become jinshin torihiki (“human trafficking”).12 Compared to its better-known 

predecessor jinshin baibai, jinshin torihiki underscores even more the multiplicity of activities that 

comprise human trafficking, which may not always strictly involve financial transactions in the 

way that a literal reading of jinshin baibai suggests. In discussions of premodern Japan, employing 

the idea of human trafficking as being comprised of a broad category of practices is valuable as a 

means of theorizing conceptions of the body and the role of gender, age, and class in a range of 

activities involving the transportation and ownership of people. Concurrently, bringing 

premodern practices of trading in humans into present considerations of human trafficking 

destabilizes the assumptions implicit in modern discourse on the topic. 

 
11 See also (although emphasizing different terminology), Isogai Fujio, Nihon chūsei dorei seiron 
(Azekura shobō, 2007). 
12 This term can be traced to language in official forums such as the UN’s Protocol to Prevent, 
Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, adopted in 2000. 
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While building this kind of dialogue, the term “human trafficking” also brings to the fore 

the varied forms of migration—such as displacement, pursuit, and itinerancy—of those 

involved. In addition to the aforementioned absence of a free-unfree binary in the context at 

hand, this emphasis on movement is another reason I opt for “human trafficking” over the 

adjacent term “slavery” in this chapter. Human trafficking in medieval Japan was generally less 

visible and negotiated on a more individual basis when compared to the race-based, large-scale 

institution that slavery evokes for North American audiences in particular. Structuring the 

discussion in terms of trafficking puts into relief a more diffuse system of moving parts—that is, 

of people as transactors and transacted—and on the forces motivating their movements. As 

Johanna Ransmeier highlights in her study of human trafficking in late Qing and Republican 

China, thinking about human trafficking as a dynamic set of practices also allows for 

consideration of the varying degrees of agency held by sold people, including those who sold 

themselves.13 Zoning in on the trajectories of people embroiled in human trafficking 

furthermore reveals such trafficking to be, as Ransmeier argues, not just a symptom of social 

problems—such as poverty, famine, or war—but as a phenomenon that produces an array of 

social relationships.14 In subsequent sections, I scrutinize additional implications of this claim in 

examining how the movement of noh’s madwomen, as well as children and their traffickers, 

constitutes space and identity. 

The Body as Currency and Commodity 

Human trafficking in medieval Japan operated on the assumption that the body was inherently 

 
13 Johanna S. Ransmeier, Sold People: Traffickers and Family Life in North China (Harvard University 
Press, 2017), 3–6. 
14 Ibid., 4. 
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transactable—an assumption that manifests differently in historically documented practices and 

the theatrical realm. Given that the ownership of people was not itself deemed immoral in 

medieval Japan, concerns related to transactions in people instead revolved around the 

legitimacy of transferals of ownership and whether or not they upheld social order. Many 

transactions that would now be considered human trafficking were commonly practiced in 

medieval Japan as means of addressing deficiency (e.g., of funds, labor, or political influence). 

Women, children, and servants were particularly serviceable as resources for managing debt and 

could function as collateral on loans or substitution for unpaid taxes. Additionally, servile status 

could be hereditary, meaning that the family one served would maintain ownership over one’s 

descendants, and people convicted of violating the law could also be forced into servitude.15 

Finally, in one of the most popular types of human trafficking in noh and other medieval literary 

arts, one could “voluntarily” sell oneself into the service of another household to ameliorate 

poverty. In noh, a child’s self-sale is a quintessential act of filial piety, done to alleviate their 

parents’ poverty, as in Sakura River, or to pay for memorial services for deceased parents, as in 

Jinen Koji, although legally people could only sell themselves after they turned fifteen.16 While it is 

more likely that people typically sold themselves to others within their social orbit, literary and 

dramatic representations frame the sale of oneself as leading the sold person far from home, 

often to a dangerous hinterland. 

Unlike the above practices, trafficking that was brokered by a third party (as opposed to 

the direct sale of oneself or one’s close kin), and relatedly, abduction with the intent of sale were 

deemed socially disruptive and repeatedly condemned by medieval laws. Thus, the “merchants 

 
15 Nelson, “Slavery in Medieval Japan,” 472–73, 477–79. 
16 Saitō Ken’ichi, Kodomo no chūseishi (Yoshikawa Kōbunkan, 2003), 100. 
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of people” (hitoakibito) who routinely figure in noh’s depictions of human trafficking, such as the 

one in the passage from Sumida River quoted in the introduction and the one in Sakura River to 

whom the child sells himself, are part of a system of illegal trafficking that the historical record 

suggests was nevertheless widespread. Leading up to sarugaku noh’s emergence around the mid-

fourteenth century, the legal record is peppered with prohibitions against abduction and the sale 

of abducted persons, as well as the illicit trade in people more generally.17 The frequency with 

which laws against brokering trade in people were restated, especially in the Kamakura period 

(1185−1333), indicates the presence of a robust black market in people that the shogunate 

struggled to control. 

Human trafficking in medieval Japan was thus a pervasive and varied phenomenon, one 

both part of the everyday landscape and which could index circumstances of considerable 

desperation. What the conditions of servitude entailed—the types of labor demanded, whether 

enslavement was temporary or permanent, and the kinds of agency the sold person was 

afforded—could vary greatly among individuals. What holds true across the numerous practices 

discussed, however, is the fundamental logic that the medieval body had a price, and that 

ownership over one’s body was not an inherent right but something to which multiple parties 

could legitimately lay claim. When Shimojū describes traded people in the medieval period as 

“people who were treated as objects” (mono to shite atsukawareta hitobito),18 he intends it as a 

provocation that underscores how medieval law handled certain people and things (like 

bequeathed property, which could include hereditary servants) indiscriminately. Yet it was a 

matter of course that the body, as an object of trade whose ownership could be contested, 

 
17 Shimojū Kiyoshi, “Miuri” no Nihonshi: jinshin baibai kara nenki bōkō e (Yoshikawa Kōbunkan, 2012), 
10–30. 
18 Ibid., 42–50. 
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would be subjected to such legislation in medieval Japan. 

Noh plays involving abducted children furnish especially stark examples of a more 

general reality from which the plays ultimately derive dramatic tension: the fundamental 

transactability of the body and the instability represented by the permeable boundary between 

ownership of one’s body by oneself and by another, echoing what Tina Lu refers to as the 

“radical fungibility” characterizing status, especially in the cases of women, children, and the 

poor.19 This precarity is dramatized in many cultural representations in which the conversion 

between the body and money or goods is brutally swift.20 Given this identification of the body 

with its market value, the semantic drift of the term mi no shiro, which originally referred to a 

traded body but came to mean the sum paid for such a body, is not surprising.21 Of course, to 

observe the ease with which the medieval body was converted into money or goods is not to say 

that human trafficking did not elicit pity or horror in those who witnessed its various 

manifestations, and as we will later see, noh spotlights mothers who have lost their children to 

the trade in people as intensely poignant figures. 

Human Trafficking and the (Dis)ordering of Space in Noh 

The itineraries of traffickers and the trafficked in noh chart both anxieties around the 

disordering of geopolitical boundaries as well as efforts to impose an ordering spatial ideology 

on an unwieldy landscape. The heyday of medieval noh was roughly between the late fourteenth 

 
19 Tina Lu, “Slavery and Genre in The Plum in the Golden Vase,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 81, 
nos. 1 & 2 (2021): 85–108, 104. 
20 For representations of human trafficking in other medieval performance genres, see: Susan 
Matisoff, “Holy Horrors: The Sermon-Ballads of Medieval and Early Modern Japan,” in Flowing 
Traces: Buddhism in the Literary and Visual Arts of Japan (Princeton University Press, 1992) and R. Keller 
Kimbrough, Wondrous Brutal Fictions: Eight Buddhist Tales from the Early Japanese Puppet Theater 
(Columbia University Press, 2013). 
21 Maki Hidemasa, Nihon hōshi ni okeru jinshin baibai no kenkyū, 143–44. 
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and mid-fifteenth centuries, a brief period of relative and precarious peace that came on the 

heels of over a century of disintegration. Many plays situate narratives about human trafficking 

within the turmoil of this recent past. During this time, much of the country had been embroiled 

in protracted social and political turbulence marked by the decentralization of government 

control. Local wielders of power competed for control over land and the labor of its inhabitants, 

with such violence creating conditions ripe for the abduction of the local populace by troops or 

opportunistic traders. But while the Hōjō regents, who held power over the shogunate during 

the Kamakura period, attempted, however unsuccessfully, to reign in the trade in people, their 

successors the Ashikaga shoguns, whose rule from 1336 to 1573 coincided with noh’s 

institutionalization as a professional art form, apparently made little effort to enforce bans on 

the practice, engulfed as they were in the political strife that gradually worsened into the renewed 

chaos and civil war of the Sengoku period from the mid-fifteenth century onward. The 

environment in which sarugaku noh took form was characterized by a lack of fixity among 

political centers, epitomized by the imperial succession dispute and surrounding power struggles 

that led to the division of power between the Northern Court of the Ashikaga in Kyoto and the 

Southern Court of Emperor Go-Daigo in Yoshino, which lasted until 1392. In an age when the 

status of the center was so precarious, the boundaries of political control were constantly 

fluctuating. 

This volatility of spatial order is embodied in the enigmatic figure of the trafficker, whose 

peripatetic occupation imbues him with a treacherous ability to slip across borders on land and 

at sea. The appearance of a trafficker’s boat as a means of transporting sold or abducted people 

in several noh plays gestures to an ongoing reorientation of space as the medieval maritime 
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economy incorporated an expanding network of shipping routes.22 The arena of the sea was 

especially immune to land-based government regulation, and the distinction between sea-borne 

merchants carrying legitimate goods and pirates or other dealers in contraband human cargo 

could sometimes be a matter of circumstance. Despite what plays suggest, it is unlikely that 

many professionally specialized merchants of people existed in medieval Japan.23 Another aspect 

marking such figures as devious was the fact that trading in people was often an act of shape-

shifting—an opportunistic activity supplementing other professions. This opportunism applies 

also to other actors who facilitated human trafficking, like the harbormaster in the play Basōten 

and the innkeeper in Shinobu, both of whom orchestrate the sale of unwitting people in their 

care. Dwelling at crossroads of people and goods, and dabbling in multiple markets, including 

those in which people are the goods, such figures are the objects of profound skepticism in noh. 

Across their various appearances, they cooperate to traffic their human cargo and share a code 

of ethics that ensures their mutual prosperity.24 The human trafficking depicted in these plays 

was after all technically punishable as a crime, and so such codes enabled those involved in the 

illicit trade in people to straddle the boundary between visibility and invisibility as they navigated 

their trade networks. 

In the fictional figure of the professional trafficker, noh gives form to an inherently 

unstable set of qualities and practices, echoing the trickster par excellence of Japanese folklore, 

the tengu (an anthropomorphic avian goblin), with whom the trafficker is strongly identified in 

 
22 For in-depth discussions of the sea as a site of disruption to established geographical imaginaries 
that unsettled land-based political authority, see Peter D. Shapinsky, Lords of the Sea: Pirates, Violence, 
and Commerce in Late Medieval Japan (Center for Japanese Studies, The University of Michigan, 2014). 
23 For more on the significance of the fictionality of the specialized trafficker, see Murata Yūji, “Nō 
ni egakareru jinshin baibai no kyokōsei ni tsuite,” Kokubungaku gengo to bungei, no. 113 (1996): 77–93. 
24 Nakamura Itaru, “Chūsei ni okeru kaiun no hattasu to nō: Hokuriku no kōwan o butai to suru 
sakuhin ni tsuite,” in Muromachi nōgaku ronkō (Wanya Shoten, 1994). 
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the play Kagetsu. Kagetsu centers on the music and dance performances of its titular young man, 

who, it is revealed over the course of the play, was brought to his present station as an 

entertainer at Kiyomizu Temple in Kyoto after being kidnapped as a boy by a tengu. At the 

temple, a traveling monk meets a local man who directs Kagetsu to sing and dance for the 

monk. While observing him, the monk realizes that Kagetsu is his long-lost son, and the two are 

happily reunited. At the play’s conclusion, Kagetsu relates his winding journey to Kyoto from 

his home in the western province of Tsukushi (present-day Fukuoka prefecture). Having been 

“taken away” by a tengu on Mount Hiko when he was seven, Kagetsu says, he accompanied the 

tengu on a “journey over many mountains” where they “often rose and slept among the clouds” 

and met other tengu along the way.25 In addition, the boy recalls that during their travels: 

I went around dancing madly, playing the sasara [a simple bamboo instrument] with 
my heart in a clamor. Sara-sara sara-sara went the sasara as I sang, singing as I danced, 
keeping time with the music. Mountain upon mountain, peak upon peak, village 
upon village, round and round we wandered. . .26 
 

Among the dozen or so mountains comprising Kagetsu’s itinerary are several known as sites for 

the practice of mountain asceticism (shugendō), suggesting an identification of Kagetsu’s tengu 

abductor with yamabushi, mountain ascetics. This connection is well-established in literature 

featuring tengu, where they often take the form of ascetics who, owing to their itinerancy and 

proximity to spiritual forces, were similarly objects of fear and distrust. To this layering of 

identity, Kagetsu adds, as Hosokawa Ryōichi notes, the association of tengu with traffickers.27 

Tengu, after all, shared with noh’s traffickers a penchant for kidnapping. The comparison is also 

apt in terms of the boundary-crossing travel of these two figures: in addition to being able to 

 
25 Nishino Haruo, ed., Yōkyoku hyakuban, Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei 57 (Iwanami Shoten, 
1998), 299. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Hosokawa Ryōichi, Itsudatsu no Nihon chūsei, 70–74. 
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navigate the uncharted dimension of the skies, tengu could traverse great distances—even 

between continents—with apparent ease, implying an uncanny manipulation of time and space. 

Tengu’s propensity for illusion exceeded the bodily transformations they affected to 

deceive people, as tengu could also wreak havoc by infiltrating the human mind via possession 

and causing wild or strange behavior—a characteristic that is further revealing with regard to the 

activities of traffickers. When Kagetsu describes how he “went around dancing madly” (kurui 

megurite) on the journey, he could be suggesting the disturbing influence of tengu. But, as 

explained earlier, the key term here, kurui, could in the medieval period denote the effects of 

possession or excessive grief, while it also encompassed an overlapping meaning as dance, often 

by one suffering these effects. Earlier in the play, kurui appears purely in this final sense, as 

dance, when the local man at Kiyomizu Temple tells the monk that Kagetsu puts on entertaining 

performances (omoshiroku okurui sōrō).28 Through a different lens, then, Kagetsu might have been 

entertaining audiences for a profit at the behest of his captor during his journey to Kyoto, just as 

he now provides business for the local man at Kiyomizu Temple. Moreover, tengu and yamabushi 

had a reputation as participants in the pederastic practices widespread in premodern Japan, 

especially in monastic contexts. Taking up Kagetsu’s depiction as a beautiful youth represented 

with the kasshiki mask of a temple acolyte, Hosokawa even suggests that the traveling monk 

intended to purchase Kagetsu as a sexual companion before realizing that Kagetsu was his son.29 

Thus, Kagetsu’s exploitation forms a counterpoint to the lighthearted atmosphere of his 

performances. Via the elusive and shape-shifting tengu, the quintessential embodiment of 

disorderly otherness, the play evokes an anxiety around traffickers and their subversive 

 
28 Nishino Haruo, Yōkyoku hyakuban, 296. 
29 Hosokawa Ryōichi, Itsudatsu no Nihon chūsei, 70. 
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activities.30 

At the same time that they dwell on the unease surrounding the mobility of those who 

facilitated the underground trade in people, noh plays reinforce via this trade a capital-centric 

ordering of space. They do this by emphatically situating the origins of the market in people in 

the large swath of land east of the capital at Kyoto, mainly in present-day northeastern and 

northwestern Japan (the Tōhoku and Hokuriku regions).31 While in actuality the trade in people 

extended as far west as it did east, noh’s depictions of the eastern provinces contributed to a 

perception of the east as a dangerous frontier that stretched back to the eighth century.32 From 

the perspective of the imperial court in Kyoto, the eastern provinces represented not only a 

rough hinterland but also a simmering threat to its central status by the warrior class based there. 

The eastern provinces were the launching point for uprisings that escalated into the Genpei War 

(1180–1185) and gutted the power of the imperial court in favor of warrior rule, under which 

the center of political authority was moved east from Kyoto to Kamakura. Some centuries later, 

the east was again the source of rebellions culminating in the next shogunate, of the Ashikaga. 

Describing these events, the Taiheiki repeatedly denigrates the warrior class that inhabited the 

 
30 There are resonances between noh’s traffickers, who represent a hazardous porosity of borders, 
and the procurers (nakadachi) who were outlawed in the thirteenth century to prevent the mixing of 
“women of refinement” with “men of mean status” discussed in Janet R. Goodwin, Selling Songs and 
Smiles: The Sex Trade in Heian and Kamakura Japan (University of Hawai’i Press, 2007), 125. Gayle 
Rubin analyzes a similar phenomenon around the non-white immigrant men in the discourse of the 
early twentieth-century moral panic over the “white slave trade” in the US who were ostensibly the 
traffickers of innocent young women into prostitution. Gayle S. Rubin, “The Trouble with 
Trafficking: Afterthoughts on ‘The Traffic in Women,’” in Deviations: A Gayle Rubin Reader (Duke 
University Press, 2011). 
31 Nakamura Itaru, “Nō no haikei: Sewa kōsetsu no nō ni miru higashi to nishi,” Chūsei bungaku 40 
(1995): 29–39. 
32 See on this subject: David T. Bialock, “China in the Medieval Imaginary,” in Eccentric Spaces, Hidden 
Histories: Narrative, Ritual, and Royal Authority from The Chronicles of Japan to The Tale of the Heike 
(Stanford University Press, 2007) and Vyjayanthi R. Selinger, Authorizing the Shogunate: Ritual and 
Material Symbolism in the Literary Construction of Warrior Order (Brill, 2013). 
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eastern provinces and threatened imperial authority as “eastern barbarians” (tōi 東夷).33 The 

latter character in the compound for tōi registers a further association not only with the Chinese 

term yi (夷), an ancient term imposed on non-Han peoples to the east of what is now China and 

often translated as “eastern barbarian,” but also with Japan’s east as the land of the emishi (蝦夷), 

indigenous peoples who long resisted imperial rule. Such figures furnished an enduring other 

for the cultural imaginaries of which noh plays partook.34 The movement between the capital 

and the east, which is highlighted with particular intensity in the case of abducted children and 

the mothers who pursue them in madness plays, is therefore anything but a neutral passage 

between locations of equivalent cultural status. Here, movement generates a drama that unfolds 

as much on the level of space as character. As they travel eastward in pursuit of their trafficked 

sons, the mothers in plays such as Sumida River and Sakura River transform into madwomen, 

becoming embodiments of the marginality and disorder associated with the east. 

In reality, however, the capital and eastern provinces never formed a simple binary.35 

There are numerous examples of sites distant from the environs of the capital that wielded 

considerable power and prestige at various points in history, complicating any notion of a 

capital-east dichotomy. The gold-rich aristocratic stronghold of Hiraizumi in Japan’s northeast, 

for example, long occupied an esteemed place in the cultural imagination, even after its leveling 

by war at the end of the twelfth century.36 Meanwhile, powerful medieval clans like the Chikama 

 
33 Hasegawa Tadashi, ed., Taiheiki, 4 vols., Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū 54–57 (Shōgakkan, 
1994). 
34 Nakamura Itaru, “Nō no haikei: Sewa kōsetsu no nō ni miru higashi to nishi,” 32. 
35 For more on such negotiations of space and their relationship to tropes of movement, see Terry 
Kawashima, Itineraries of Power: Texts and Traversals in Heian and Medieval Japan (Harvard University 
Asia Center, 2016), especially Chapter Two, “Sanekata: Poetry, Territory, and the Exilic.” 
36 Ishida Jun, Hiraizumi o meguru bungaku: Bashō ni itaru roman no sekai (Hon no Mori, 2010). 
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and Andō flourished in far-removed locations in the capital’s west and east, respectively, 

through their proximity to foreign maritime trade networks.37 The potentially threatening 

existence of such “peripheral” centers could in fact be seen as motivating the insistence on the 

capital’s preeminent centrality in its own spatial ideology. Thus, noh’s vision of the east is not 

merely as a place outside the limits of the capital but as a “boundary region,” in Murai Shōsuke’s 

words, which maintains qualities both of the capital and what is foreign to it.38 If, as Yamaguchi 

Masao argues, kingship relies on both positive aspects (those directly involved in its power 

apparatus) and negative ones (those opposed to the apparatus by virtue of not being contained 

by it) to enact its cosmology,39 then noh likewise upholds kingly sovereignty by constructing the 

east as a distinct boundary region that was nevertheless part of the geographical and cultural 

domain to which the capital laid claim. 

In Sumida River, the conceptual interdependence and commingling between center and 

periphery become legible as the mad mother’s pursuit of her abducted child pulls her ever 

eastward from Kyoto. In the hinterlands of “Azuma”—a term for the eastern provinces from 

the perspective of the capital—the mother finds herself on the banks of the Sumida River, a 

location famous for its associations with Ariwara no Narihira, the aristocratic protagonist of the 

Tales of Ise (Ise monogatari, tenth century). It was here that Narihira composed a poem lamenting 

his self-exile from the capital and, similarly to the madwoman, grieving his separation from his 

beloved. The madwoman asks to be let onto a boat crossing the Sumida River, but the ferryman 

 
37 Murai Shōsuke, “The Boundaries of Medieval Japan,” Acta Asiatica: Bulletin of the Institute of Eastern 
Culture 81 (September 2001): 72–91, 86–89. 
38 Murai Shōsuke, “The Boundaries of Medieval Japan.” 
39 Yamaguchi Masao, “Kingship, Theatricality, and Marginal Reality in Japan,” in Text and Context: 
The Social Anthropology of Tradition, ed. Ravindra K. Jain (Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 
1977). 



   

 147 

refuses to allow her aboard unless she dances for the gathered crowd. In the ensuing dialogue, 

the woman’s argument hinges on a contrast between capital and eastern countryside, the latter 

characterized by terms such as “unfeeling” (utate) and “unrefined” (kokoronashi): 

MADWOMAN. 

It was at this crossing that Narihira intoned, 
“If indeed you bear your name, 
then let me ask you, capital bird (miyakodori): 
Is the person for whom I long 
living or gone?”40 
Oh Ferryman, those white birds over there are not a familiar sight in the capital.  

What do you call them? 

 

FERRYMAN. 
Those are seagulls. 

 

MADWOMAN. 
How unfeeling! On the seashore, you can call them plovers, you can 

call them seagulls—but here on the Sumida River, why wouldn’t you 
call them capital birds? 

 

FERRYMAN. 

Indeed, I am in the wrong. Although I live in this legendary place, I am  

unrefined, so I did not answer “capital birds.” 

 
Soon afterward, the chorus continues, acting as the woman’s voice: 

I, too, will ask you, capital birds; 
let me ask you, capital birds: 
Is my beloved child on this road to Azuma living or gone? 
I ask and ask, but you give no reply, unfeeling capital birds. 
Should I rather call you “countryside birds”? 
Truly, as in the poem of old, 
“On the canal 
bustling with boats, 
alighting at the water’s edge are 

 
40 Here she references Narihira’s poem in episode nine of Tales of Ise: 名にしおはばいざ言問はむ

みやこどりわが思ふ人はありやなしやと. Katagiri Yōichi et al., eds., Taketori monogatari; Ise 

monogatari; Yamato monogatari; Heichū monogatari, Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū 12 (1994; 
Shōgakkan, 2006), 122–23. 
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crying flocks of capital birds.”41 
That is at Naniwa Bay; this is the Sumida River in Azuma.  
I have come farther than I could have imagined.42 

Rather than simply partition the capital from its periphery, the dialogue between the ferryman 

and the madwoman illustrates the capital and Azuma as mutually constituting realms. Here, the 

claims of the capital over Azuma, on the one hand, and the elements of Azuma that inherently 

resist these claims, on the other hand, are held in tension. In accepting that he is “uncultured,” 

the ferryman acts as a conduit through which the “countryside” recognizes its own marginality 

according to the capital-centric perspective of the Tales of Ise. At the same time, the reference to 

“capital birds”—which, ironically, are singled out in Sumida River and the Tales of Ise as an 

unfamiliar sight to capital-dwellers—highlights the misalignment between what the “capital” 

signifies in the capital and in Azuma. Moreover, the evocation of a potential parallel between the 

canal in the vicinity of the capital and the Sumida River is quickly repudiated by the 

madwoman’s assertion that “I have come farther than I could have imagined.” Thus, while 

Azuma is brought within the purview of the capital, its difference is maintained to cultivate the 

capital’s central status. Driven by the trafficking of her child, the madwoman travels along a 

route that uncovers a spatial order in which Azuma looms as a cultural periphery. 

Sumida River’s pivotal scene unfolds on the play’s eponymous river, a liminal topos that 

orients attention around the repertoire of forced movement surrounding human trafficking.43 

 
41 Here, she quotes from Man’yōshū XX: 4462 (舟競ふ堀江の川の水際に来居つつ鳴くは都鳥か

も). Motomasa’s direct source for this poem was more likely the Kokin waka rokujō II: 1247. Kojima 

Noriyuki et al., eds., Man’yōshū, vol. 4, Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū 6 (Shōgakkan, 1996), 
437; Muroki Hideyuki, Kokin waka rokujō, vol. 1, ed. Kubota Jun, Waka bungaku taikei 45 (Meiji 
Shoin, 2018), 201. 
42 Itō Masayoshi, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 180–81. 
43 As Sasaki Mika notes, madness plays are invariably set at liminal locations, such as temples, 
riverbanks, roads, or mountains. The spaces madwomen enter in the prelude to their dances are also 
quintessential examples of what Amino Yoshihiko famously termed “unconnected spaces” (muen no 
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Pleased with the “impressive madwoman” (yasashiki kyōjo),44 the ferryman allows her aboard, and 

their boat starts across the river, where the ferryman narrates the tragic story of the 

madwoman’s abducted son. In addition to being a charged site of difference, as Murai describes 

boundary regions,45 the river dramatizes how the trafficking of her child precipitates the 

madwoman’s social unmooring. The potential of passage over water for conveying the process 

of dislocation joins the Sumida River to other liminal watery “deathscapes.” In the diasporic 

cultural memory that Nalini Mohabir discusses,46 for example, the oceanic voyage undertaken by 

indentured laborers trafficked from India to the Caribbean in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries was marked by literal death on perilous waters as well as social death effected by the 

undoing of one’s place in the relational structures of their home society. Encountering the reality 

of her son’s death as the boat crosses the Sumida River, the madwoman comes to journey from 

the “shores of this world” (shigan) to the “shores of the other world” (higan), where a memorial 

for the dead child is to be held.47 To echo Harpin again, with the death of her son the 

madwoman becomes increasingly “out-of-place” in a world that defines women principally 

through their relations to men.48 Unlike other madness plays, Sumida River refuses closure in the 

form of reunion of mother and son, leaving its madwoman at the fringes of culture as a 

 
ba). In such spaces, Amino argues, social relations are recalibrated; in the space of the market in 
particular, relations between an object and its previous owner are severed so that the object can pass 
into a relation with its new owner. Sasaki Mika, “Monogurui nō ni okeru ‘ba,’” Nara kyōiku daigaku 
kokubun: kenkyū to kyōiku 9 (February 1986): 35–46; Amino Yoshihiko, Rethinking Japanese History, 
trans. Alan S. Christy (Center for Japanese Studies, the University of Michigan, 2012), 152. 
44 Itō Masayoshi, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 181. 
45 Murai Shōsuke, “The Boundaries of Medieval Japan.” 
46 Nalini Mohabir, “Kala Pani: Aesthetic Deathscapes and the Flow of Water after Indenture,” Asian 
Diasporic Visual Cultures and the Americas 5 (2019): 293–314. 
47 Sasaki, “Monogurui nō ni okeru ‘ba.,” 38. 
48 Harpin, “Dislocated: Metaphors of Madness in British Theatre,” 187. 
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heartrending spectacle of precarious itinerancy (Figure 4.2). 

Dances Worth Seeing 

During their journeys, madwomen are molded by both elevating and marginalizing impulses that 

raise their aesthetic value, as epitomized in dances that constitute self-traffickings. Sumida River’s 

madwoman, on the one hand, takes on a poignancy influenced by courtly ideas of exile as she 

travels to Azuma. As her dialogue with the ferryman reveals, she is still, in some respects, a 

woman of sophistication. Just as her child longed, in his last moments, “for a glimpse of people 

coming from [his] home in the capital,”49 the woman maintains an affinity with the capital’s 

sensitivities. Her alignment with the noble Narihira, whose poem of yearning for the capital she 

quotes in the dialogue, evokes the poignant atmosphere of the “noble wanderer” trope (kishu 

ryūritan) in classical literature, in which a high-born man undergoes exile to the periphery. 

Accordingly, the ferryman’s attitude toward her transforms over the course of their exchange 

from derision to admiration. 

On the other hand, the ennobling implications of the madwoman’s origins in the capital 

are unsettled by the pull of centuries-old idealizations of marginalized itinerant female 

entertainers in boundary regions, into whose orbit she is drawn.50 Such performers featured 

often in male-authored literary accounts as alluring purveyors of music, dance, and occasional 

sex. Some of these figures, like shirabyōshi dancers and imayō singers who performed for wealthy 

and influential patrons, encapsulated performers’ slippery social presence in a society that 

 
49 Itō Masayoshi, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 183. 
50 For more on this topic, see: Thomas Keirstead, “The Gendering and Regendering of Medieval 
Japan,” U.S.-Japan Women’s Journal. English Supplement, no. 9 (1995): 77–92 and Terry Kawashima, 
Writing Margins: The Textual Construction of Gender in Heian and Kamakura Japan (Harvard University 
Asia Center, 2001). 
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otherwise starkly divided the rich and poor. Similar to how the emergent warrior class in the 

early medieval period was viewed by the court as an ominous “barbarian within,”51 itinerant 

female performers occupied a position simultaneously within and outside the privileged social 

order in a process of othering that Thomas Keirstead, via Michel de Certeau, identifies as 

“internal exoticism.”52 Both “internal and exotic, reassuring and unnerving,” 53 such performers 

served as seductive embodiments of the boundary region’s ambiguous character. 

But even among itinerant female performers and their imaginaries, noh’s madwomen 

form a distinctive spectacle of precarity. Professional female entertainers usually traveled in 

organized groups, as traveling unaccompanied, especially for women, was a risky endeavor. The 

sight of a lone woman roaming the countryside, as many of noh’s madwomen do, would have 

struck medieval audiences as an image of extraordinary social isolation. As Hosokawa observes, 

lone female travelers in noh are either social outcasts, like the fallen beauty and aged poet Ono 

no Komachi in Sotoba Komachi, or mad.54 By this logic, madwomen’s conventional return to 

sanity at the end of plays makes all the more sense as, having been reunited with their sons, they 

no longer travel alone. Moreover, noh’s madwomen are rarely professional entertainers, despite 

being endowed with heightened artistic sensitivities. In the absence of such a profession, a single 

woman without wealth or family in medieval Japan, Wakita Haruko notes, might very likely have 

sold sex to support herself.55 Thus, the subtext of plays about madwomen and especially mad 

mothers is a kind of trafficking—a necessary self-trafficking, expressed in dance, of the mother 

as she seeks passage through unfamiliar terrain in search of her child. 

 
51 Bialock, “China in the Medieval Imaginary,” 190. 
52 Keirstead, “The Gendering and Regendering of Medieval Japan,” 87. 
53 Ibid., 90. 
54 Hosokawa Ryōichi, Itsudatsu no Nihon chūsei, 243–48. 
55 Wakita Haruko, Nōgaku kara mita chūsei (Tōkyō Daigaku Shuppankai, 2013), 153–54. 
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A poignant, alluring, and eccentric figure whose performance both enacts and obfuscates 

a bodily exchange, the madwoman emerges as an attractive spectacle that indexes the 

development of a new performing style—one that eschewed the verisimilar and melodramatic 

style of many medieval plays, including madness plays’ predecessors, for the abstracted and 

refined. This comes into focus through comparison with noncanonical plays, which represent a 

more diverse array of play structures and performance styles on display in sarugaku noh during 

the medieval period when it commanded popular appeal in addition to its evolving patronage by 

the warrior elite and aristocracy. This was a dynamic phase of competing ideas about 

performance aesthetics, dramaturgy, and technique before noh’s gradual ossification in later 

centuries. In many such plays, plot lines involving violent and dramatic spirit possessions, as well 

as much grittier depictions of family separations and human trafficking than in plays like Sumida 

River, were common. For example, in the noncanonical play Basōten, a harbor master gives his 

trafficker friends two young servants, a brother and sister, the transaction detailed in a bill of 

sale that realistically mimics the language of actual such documents.56 Left behind, their 

distraught mother drowns herself. However, Basōten, an attendant of the bodhisattva Kannon, 

ultimately brings about a miraculous happy ending. Zeami’s performance lineage was by no 

means divorced from such theatrical excess—his forebears were known for their portrayals of 

demons, and some attribute Basōten to Zeami himself—but a move toward emphasis on dance 

scenes over narrative complexity and theatrical extravagance marked his oeuvre and that of 

other playwrights in his orbit. 

Such plays increasingly stylized trafficking narratives by staging them in the idiom of 

 
56 My thanks to Susan Matisoff for sharing her unpublished paper on noncanonical plays about 
human trafficking, “Human Trafficking in Echigo Province as Reflected in Noh,” from the 2011 
EAJS conference. 



   

 153 

compelled dance. An early example of this is Jinen Koji, attributed to Kan’ami with Zeami’s 

revisions. From the perspective of the current repertory, Jinen Koji is an idiosyncratic mix; the 

dance scene that undoubtedly forms the highlight of the play is juxtaposed with the extended 

dialogue and more mimetic drama of older and noncanonical plays. In the play, the charismatic 

preacher Jinen Koji dances to save a young girl from traffickers. In return for the girl, the 

traffickers demand a string of music and dance performances from Jinen Koji, a humiliation to 

which he willingly submits. In the end, his virtuosic performance allows him to extricate the girl 

from the traffickers’ grasp. This act is overtly framed as an exchange: Jinen Koji declares he will 

sacrifice himself to help the girl (mi o sute hito o tasuku beshi),57 and he urges the traffickers to 

release the girl to him once he dances.58 His performance thus renders explicit the transactional 

nature of madwomen’s dances, which must be performed, per dramatic convention, before the 

women can be reunited with their sons, husbands, or lovers in the typical conclusion of madness 

plays. 

In the spectacle of her self-trafficking, the madwoman becomes an object of aesthetic 

appreciation by those who behold her. The shift in focus from trafficking as a monetarily 

motivated act to the stylized transaction of a dancing body is epitomized in Zeami’s Sakura River, 

in which the madwoman seeks her young son after he sells himself to a trafficker to alleviate her 

poverty. Echoing a scenario in several madness plays, during her journey the madwoman 

encounters the homosocial space of a group of male monastics who have gathered to view the 

cherry blossoms near the Sakura River (present-day Ibaraki Prefecture). Within this context, the 

woman seamlessly steps into the role of spectacle for a group that has arrived for the express 

 
57 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 134. 
58 Ibid., 139.  
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purpose of being an audience. Her dance—demanded, as it always is in madness plays, by a 

man—constitutes an exchange whereby the woman gains access to the monks’ gathering and the 

broader all-male realm of the religious institutions with which such monks are affiliated. Having 

heard from a local village man about the madwoman’s amusing antics, the head priest seeks the 

spectacle he was promised. 

 
PRIEST. 
You there, excuse me. You said this madwoman would entertain us 

with her dancing. Why isn’t she madly dancing today? 

 
VILLAGER. 
There is a way to provoke her mad dances. She’ll grow mad if you 

tell her that the blossoms are scattering onto the Sakura River.  
Please watch and I’ll make her go mad for you. 
 

PRIEST. 
Go on, hurry and make her dance madly. 

 
VILLAGER. 
Certainly, sir. 
(To woman) Oh, how terrible! A stormy wind is sweeping down the mountain,  

blowing the blossoms into the Sakura River. 

 
MADWOMAN. 
What a thing to say—but the evening wind does seem to lure the 

blossoms from deep in the mountains. I will save them with my net 
before the river whisks them away.59 

 

In the ensuing climactic dance scene, the madwoman likens her painstaking effort to catch 

cherry blossoms floating downstream to searching for her child. The scene accents the gendered 

dynamics wherein the woman performs while the men watch, fixing attention on the spectacle 

as well as the act of spectating. 

This scene goes beyond staging the woman’s dance as the mere antics of the mad, 

 
59 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 2, 100. 
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highlighting instead its status as a performance and thus something of artistic value. In declaring 

itself as such, the dance functions as what Carolyn Abbate terms “phenomenal” performance. 

She defines this in an operatic context as “singing that is heard by its singer, the auditors on 

stage, and understood as ‘music that they (too) hear’ by us, the theater audience.”60 In the case 

of the madwoman’s dance, the concept of phenomenal performance articulates how her dance, 

distinct even from the choreographed nature of all movement in noh, is “an explicit part of the 

dramatic action rather than simply the transparent medium through which the drama unfolds.”61 

By contrast, the “anguish dance” (kakeri), another conventional dance scene of madness plays 

that evokes the woman’s emotional disarray through irregular musical rhythms, is visible only to 

the theater audience and not to the characters in the world of the play. The madwoman’s 

phenomenal dance is explicitly witnessed by a diegetic audience and even retrospectively by the 

madwoman herself. When the dance ends, the madwoman almost invariably expresses her 

feelings of shame for having made herself a spectacle. In Mii Temple, for example, the woman 

laments having temporarily “forgotten shame and the eyes of others” (haji mo hitome mo 

omowarezu).62 Thus, figuring the madwoman as an object of spectatorship, the phenomenal dance 

invites the theater audience to join the diegetic audience in communal artistic connoisseurship. 

This aesthetic ascent of kurui relies on the workings of trafficking—here, in the mode of 

aesthetic ownership.63 As we have seen, the madwoman embodies kurui’s stylization away from 

 
60 Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton 
University Press, 1991), 5. 
61 Judith T. Zeitlin, “Music and Performance in Hong Sheng’s Palace of Lasting Life,” in Trauma and 
Transcendence in Early Qing Literature, ed. Wilt L. Idema et al. (Harvard University Asia Center, 2006), 
455. 
62 Itō, Yōkyokushū, vol. 3, 276. 
63 My thinking here owes much to Tina Lu, “Zhang Dai and the Aesthetics of Slavery.” Virtual 
presentation. UCLA Center for Chinese Studies, August 4, 2020. YouTube video, 1:31:18. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=geMqOpdGSi8. 
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the wild gestures of the possessed to a measured and conventionalized movement recognized as 

dance. This stylization is in line with Zeami’s urging of performers in his troupe to aim for 

tasteful approximation, rather than overly realistic portrayal, especially of characters who were 

commoners (like madwomen) or elderly. A performance that emphasized the details of external 

appearance of such characters at the expense of the potentially elegant atmosphere they could 

evoke, according to Zeami, was “not worth seeing” (mirarenu mono nari).64 The madwoman’s 

dance is also an abstracted evocation of maternal sacrifice that moves away from the raw and 

verisimilar plots of separation and reunion that characterized popularly oriented plays. In effect, 

plays like Sakura River discipline the mad body into an object of heightened aesthetic worth. The 

enjoyment furnished to audiences by this augmented worth is not located simply in the 

beholding of beauty but also in audiences’ ability to inhabit the privileged position of 

spectatorship vis-à-vis the madwoman. The beauty of the madwoman’s dance thus derives from 

its status as a captive dance, with madness plays’ shift to a more sophisticated register not 

diluting but rather reinforcing the logic of ownership that drives noh’s more explicit 

representations of human trafficking. 

Trafficking in High Culture 

What was at stake in this elevation of the trafficked and the mad? The aspiration to high culture 

on view in madness plays arises out of the broader context of a period when noh’s form was still 

unfixed and authority over the art contested, with performance troupes in a perpetual battle for 

patronage from the capital’s warrior and aristocratic elite. Honing their portrayals of madwomen 

was one way in which members of Zeami’s lineage sought to elevate their own performance 

 
64 Omote and Katō, Zeami, Zenchiku, 22. 
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style to appeal especially to warrior elites who themselves sought to attain ever higher levels of 

cultural refinement and prestige. Thus, even as she is cast to the periphery in noh’s diegetic 

world, the madwoman emerges as a central figure in the cultivation of a new kind of artistry—

one that is generated from the drama of involuntary migration while being wielded itself as a 

means of driving artistic rivals to the periphery of spheres of patronage. 

Such negotiations are discernable within madness plays’ spatial politics, which, as we 

have seen, unfold along the itineraries of human trafficking. To declare the east a perilous 

margin where abducted children were traded and subjected to forced labor was to inhabit the 

gaze of the political and cultural center at Kyoto. Stressing the importance of privileging the 

perspective of elite audiences from whom sarugaku noh troupes stood to gain patronage, Zeami 

wrote that performers “should perform in such a way as to appeal particularly to the minds of 

the elite. . . . above all, you have to appeal to the expectations of the most important members of 

the audience.”65 Positioning the east as a landscape representing the other—and populating it 

with a cast of othered figures like traffickers and madwomen—medieval playwrights and 

performers engaged in a theatrical pronouncing of difference, through which they aligned 

themselves with the gaze of capital elites. 

In madness plays’ alignment with the capital gaze via mechanisms of trafficking, one can 

read an attempt by sarugaku noh performers to distance themselves from the social periphery 

and root themselves within the proximity of their patrons while excluding their rivals from such 

success. Medieval noh performers themselves were, as were most entertainers, an essentially 

outcast group, and as purveyors of an emerging art form that had garnered the shogunate’s 

approval only recently, they occupied a precarious status. The fierce competition for elite 

 
65 Zeami, Zeami, Performance Notes, trans. Tom Hare (Columbia University Press, 2008), 38. 
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patronage in the medieval period sometimes played out explicitly, in contests where multiple 

troupes would perform in succession before being “judged by the highest-ranking audience 

member—in many cases, the shogun himself.”66 Concerns with maneuvering through such 

competition feature throughout Zeami’s writings, the very survival of which is in large part a 

result of Zeami’s successors’ attainment of support within the capital. In another work, Zeami 

disparages his Kanze troupe’s rivals, the Kongō and Konparu, as being of “the countryside” 

(inaka), although these troupes were based in Nara—as was the Kanze originally—a site of great 

historical and especially religious significance that was hardly a rustic backwater.67 In an age of 

uncertain patronage, Zeami’s marginalization of his rivals evinces an effort to claim primacy for 

the Kanze through an association with Kyoto. Zeami’s identification of the Kongō and 

Konparu with their “peripheral” location further cements their inferiority as something that is, if 

not inherent, deeply ingrained. Echoing the rhetoric in plays and in the cultural archive upon 

which they drew, his dismissal of the Kanze’s rivals pivots on the crucial place of geographical 

origin as a dominant marker in notions of group identity.68 While Sumida River, as seen in the 

“capital bird” dialogue, extends the capital’s symbolic reach outward to its periphery, Zeami 

attempts to carve out a periphery within the sphere of the capital, revealing how boundaries, as 

“variable” spaces,69 could be constantly negotiated.  

For Zeami’s part, his attunement to the sensitivities of elite capital audiences emerged 

 
66 Steven T. Brown, Theatricalities of Power: The Cultural Politics of Noh (Stanford University Press, 
2001),11. 
67 Noel J. Pinnington, “Crossed Paths: Zeami’s Transmission to Zenchiku,” Monumenta Nipponica 52, 
no. 2 (1997): 201–34, 224–25. 
68 Others have demonstrated this in the context of premodern China: Don J. Wyatt, The Blacks of 
Premodern China (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010) and Haun Saussy, “Can the Barbarians 
Sing?,” in The Making of Barbarians: Chinese Literature and Multilingual Asia (Princeton University Press, 
2022). 
69 Murai Shōsuke, “The Boundaries of Medieval Japan,” 72. 
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from intimate experience with being in the service of people of high rank. As a child performer, 

Zeami attracted the affections of the teenage shogun Yoshimitsu, who reportedly had “an 

enthusiastic taste for beautiful young boys throughout his life” and would often “demand from 

aristocratic and military families their good-looking sons.”70 His time as a fawned-over boy 

performer and apprentice in the shogun’s circle profoundly shaped Zeami’s development as an 

artist, but later in his life the tides turned and he was banished to the remote northwestern island 

of Sado after falling out of favor with one of Yoshimitsu’s successors. Zeami’s own experience, 

first as a charming object of connoisseurship and later as an exile, encapsulates the position of 

the sarugaku noh performer more generally in the medieval period, when the immense class and 

power differential between performers and their elite patrons maintained a dynamic between the 

two that could often well be described in terms of ownership and trafficking. 

Maneuvering in this way was part of a broader claim by Zeami’s troupe to an artistry of 

cultural prestige, and within this artistry, the trafficking of bodies facilitates the construction of 

what is considered beautiful. Both on-the-ground medieval practices of human trafficking and 

its dramatizations on the noh stage were premised on the perpetual potentiality of bodies—

especially of women, children, the lowly, and of performers themselves—as objects of exchange. 

The madness plays refined in Zeami’s performance tradition are exhibitions of the stress 

wrought on such bodies. As I have contended, considering these plays’ stylized renditions of 

kurui and its affects with an attunement to their characters’ itineraries puts into relief how the 

plays are driven by embodied exchange. Still more, by taking madness plays seriously as aesthetic 

archives, I have shown how noh acts as a site that produces cultural and aesthetic hierarchies 

 
70 Noel J. Pinnington, A New History of Medieval Japanese Theatre: Noh and Kyōgen from 1300 to 1600 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 105. 
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and dramatizes the compelled and transactional movement that permeated the performance 

sphere and beyond. These plays demonstrate how noh’s consolidation into an elite theater was 

negotiated through the body qua object of variable ownership. Here, ownership was enacted via 

connoisseurship, with performances disclosing the entrenchment of aesthetic principles that 

celebrated the allure of the transactable body and its wending movements. 
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Epilogue: Looking Back by Looking Ahead 

In 2024, noh briefly found itself in the global limelight thanks to the premiere of FX’s 

American TV miniseries Shōgun, adapted from James Clavell’s 1975 historical fiction novel of the 

same name. In a promotional page describing the show’s collaboration with the head of the 

Hōshō school, Hōshō Kazufusa, who produced a noh scene in one of Shōgun’s episodes, noh is 

described in the following way: 

In a way, present-day Noh performances in Japan serve as time capsules, preserving 
insight from medieval Japan and presenting these messages to modern audiences. 
The operalike plays have been staged continuously for more than 650 years, 
representing a living link to the past.1 

 
The advertisement seeks to fascinate by playing to a deeply ingrained reverence for tradition 

surrounding Japanese performing arts and their imaginaries. The assumption here is that noh 

can and does remain static, transplanted from past to present without significant effect on either 

itself or its environments. 

 Against such tendencies, what I have sought to highlight by way of kurui is how noh 

since its inception was marked by change—especially change related to its professional 

community’s negotiations of changing performance contexts and dynamic ideas around 

performance aesthetics, religion, dance and movement, and the gendered body. Such changes, of 

course, persisted beyond the medieval period. In the early modern era, for example, noh 

underwent drastic transformations resulting from phenomena like state sponsorship, a 

widespread base of amateur practitioners, the rise of print, and a drive toward codification that 

affected noh’s performance styles, artistic transmission, and repertory. 

 
1 FX Shōgun, “Noh Theater: The Opera of the Samurai,” advertisement, New York Times, February 
2024. 
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 I have also illustrated how kurui in and around noh in medieval Japan took form in 

dialogue with a dynamic environment rather than existed transhistorically as a stable object. In 

these closing pages, I gesture to how madness, especially as it was formulated in noh, continued 

to transform beyond the medieval period, impacting the development of other art forms. As 

changing cultural contexts gave rise to new imaginings of kurui and choreographies of 

difference, noh’s renditions of kurui in turn contributed to the flourishing of visual, literary, and 

embodied vocabularies of madness among other media and emergent performance genres. 

Elements of noh’s theatrical vocabularies of kurui are discernible in figures of madness in picture 

scrolls and kabuki, for example, where they communicate certain understandings of madness 

even as they recontextualize and thereby transform these understandings. Such aesthetic 

processes point to how madness is articulated according to culturally specific, established 

choreographies for the eccentric or different. As I have shown with noh over the preceding 

chapters, tracing madness across stage and page illuminates the value of such cultural objects as 

archives of knowledge around the ever-changing formation of mad bodies. 

The picture scroll was a venue of direct engagement with noh’s portrayals of kurui and 

part of a proliferation of visual renderings of noh plays beginning in the sixteenth century.2 

Among these, two extant sets of scrolls, The Legend of Umewaka Gongen (Umewaka gongen goengi, 

1679) and The Life of Umewakamaru (Umewakamaru denki, 1716), are notable for their rich 

expansion of the universe of the noh Sumida River and their contribution to the narratives and 

iconography of an emergent cult around the play’s mad mother and her tragic young son 

 
2 In addition to the examples discussed here, another notable picture-scroll depiction of a noh play is 
the sixteenth-century Hyakuman emaki discussed at length in Kobayashi Kenji, Egakareta nōgaku: geinō 
to kaiga ga orinasu bunkashi (Yoshikawa Kōbunkan, 2019). 
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Umewakamaru.3 During the Edo period, Umewakamaru and his mother were the focus of an 

array of festivals and rituals practiced throughout northeastern Japan, where they were 

celebrated as manifestations of deities. The Life of Umewakamaru combines the worlds of Sumida 

River and the madwoman play Hanjo, which it positions as Sumida River’s prologue. The scrolls’ 

equation of the mother in Sumida River with Hanako, the madwoman in Hanjo, apparently 

derives from the shared name between Umewakamaru’s father, identified in Sumida River as “a 

man named Yoshida,” and Hanako’s lover, Yoshida no Shōshō.4 After the deaths of both 

Umewakamaru and his mother on the heels of a series of traumatic displacements and 

tribulations, it is revealed via oracle that the mother and son were manifestations of Benzaiten 

and the bodhisattva Kannon, respectively, who appeared in the world to illustrate the pain of 

separation and the fragility of life. 

The luxuriously crafted Legend of Umewaka Gongen, commissioned and donated by a 

domainal lord to Mokuboji—a temple honoring Umewakamaru and his mother—offers a 

similarly complex narrative expansion of Sumida River, while its storytelling remains theatrical in 

ways that disclose the tale’s origins in performance. For instance, the scroll’s calligraphy 

performs the mad mother’s michiyuki (poetic travel scene) in a way that consciously draws 

 
3 Full text and images for these two sets of scrolls can be found in Sumida-ku kyōiku iinkai shōgai 
gakushūka, Sumida kyōdo bunka shiryōkan, Sumidagawa bunka no tanjō: Umewaka densetsu to maboroshi 
no machi Sudanoshuku, Sumida kyōdo bunka shiryōkan kaikan jusshūnen kinen tokubetsuten tenji zuroku 
(Sumidaku kyōiku iinkai jimukyoku shōgai gakushūka Sumida kyōdo bunka shiryōkan, 2008). 
Additionally, The Life of Umewakamaru can be viewed at “Umewaka-Maru Emaki,” New York Public 
Library Digital Collections, NYPL, https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/d6ba91a0-c6ce-012f-
2170-58d385a7bc34. For images of The Legend of Umewaka Gongen, see also “Kami shibai de miru 
Umewaka densetsu,” Mokuboji, Tendaishū Bairyūzan Mokuboji, 
https://www.mokuboji.org/%E7%B4%99%E8%8A%9D%E5%B1%85%E3%81%A7%E8%A6%
8B%E3%82%8B%E6%A2%85%E8%8B%A5%E4%BC%9D%E8%AA%AC/. 
4 This identification of the madwoman in Sumidagawa with the madwoman in Hanjo became part of a 
broader lore, occurring also in The Legend of Umewaka Gongen and in kabuki plays in the 
Sumidagawamono genre. 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/d6ba91a0-c6ce-012f-2170-58d385a7bc34
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/d6ba91a0-c6ce-012f-2170-58d385a7bc34
https://www.mokuboji.org/%E7%B4%99%E8%8A%9D%E5%B1%85%E3%81%A7%E8%A6%8B%E3%82%8B%E6%A2%85%E8%8B%A5%E4%BC%9D%E8%AA%AC/
https://www.mokuboji.org/%E7%B4%99%E8%8A%9D%E5%B1%85%E3%81%A7%E8%A6%8B%E3%82%8B%E6%A2%85%E8%8B%A5%E4%BC%9D%E8%AA%AC/
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attention to the scene’s theatricality. During the michiyuki, the generally continuous calligraphic 

flow breaks into discrete, evenly sized segments of writing that correspond to the alternating 

five- and seven-syllable lines of the michiyuki’s poetic language.5 While apparently at odds with 

the emotional distress of the mad mother as she wanders eastward in search of her son, the 

orderly calligraphic form here visually marks the text as a michiyuki instead of conveying the 

scene in continuation with the surrounding prose. It signals to the reader to mentally activate the 

conventional functions and associations of the michiyuki—travel through poetic topoi, often 

toward a destination of exile and tragedy. Breaking the scroll’s temporal flow in this way, the 

calligraphy braids text and performance. 

Crucially, the madness of Umewakamaru’s mother is the subject of one of the scroll’s 

most theatrical scenes. Echoing the events in the noh, upon learning that Umewakamaru has 

gone missing, his mother sets out to find him. First, however, she disguises herself as a 

madwoman: 

“I’ll become as a madwoman who is not in her right mind. If I don’t have any 
servants accompanying me, people will think I’m a vagrant and won’t bother me,” 
she says. She dons a white silk robe and takes in her hand a sprig of bamboo grass 
with paper streamers tied to it. She puts on a sedge hat and straw sandals and 
embarks on her journey. She pretends to have a maddened heart, quoting old songs 
like the one that goes, “My heart is not lost in darkness, but...”6 

 
Diverging from the noh, the scroll intentionally specifies that the woman strategically feigns her 

madness by dressing the part. She does this by using the bamboo sprig and sedge hat that are 

noh’s conventional identifiers of mad figures, while also wearing the robes of a miko which 

indicate her status as an itinerant performer with proximity to the otherworldly. Additionally, her 

reference to the poem “A parent’s heart is not a thing of darkness, but I’ve lost myself on the 

 
5 Sumida-ku kyōiku iinkai shōgai gakushūka, Sumidagawa bunka no tanjō, 40–41. 
6 Ibid., 158. 
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path of love for my child,”7 also cited by the madwoman in Sumida River, now takes on a doubly 

quoted status, uttered at a remove as part of the woman’s self-conscious characterization as a 

madwoman. She is, that is to say, acting a part in a performance. Hinting at a shared language of 

such conventions across media, something similar happens in the sekkyōbushi Oguri, where the 

protagonist Oguri’s devoted wife Terute feigns madness in order to go on a pilgrimage on his 

behalf, pulling an emaciated old man (actually Oguri) in a cart to gain merit for him: 

“I hear people say that I have a nice face and figure, but I won’t have them 
spreading scandalous gossip about me at the towns, inns, and city gates.” Saying 
this, she hurries back to the headman and begs for an old eboshi hat to wear. She 
ties it to her head and tangles her hair which is as long as she is tall. On her face 
she spreads an ink of lamp soot. Then she takes her robe and ties the hem to her 
shoulders. She ties ritual paper streamers to a sprig of bamboo grass that she holds. 
Although her heart is not maddened, she feigns the look of madness. “Pull, pull, 
children! See how mad I am,” she says through tears.8 

 
Terute might be taking her costuming cues from the madwoman in Hyakuman, to whom she 

bears a striking resemblance. The noh play describes its titular madwoman: 

MADWOMAN. 
Pull, pull this cart along! 

 
CHORUS. 
What a sight, what a sight! 

 
MADWOMAN. 
Look at Hyakuman 

 
CHORUS. 
Her long black hair 

 
MADWOMAN. 
Is tangled like overgrown weeds 

 
CHORUS. 

 
7 人の親の心は闇にあらねども子を思道にまどひぬる哉 (Gosenshū XV: 1102). Katagiri 

Yōichi, ed., Gosen wakashū, Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei 6 (1990; Iwanami Shoten, 2011), 327. 
8 Shinoda Jun’ichi and Sakaguchi Hiroyuki, eds., Kojōruri sekkyōshū, Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei 
90 (Iwanami shoten, 1999), 225. 
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An old eboshi hat on her head 
 

MADWOMAN. 
Painted eyebrows dark and smudged all over 

 
CHORUS. 
The picture of madness 

 
MADWOMAN. 
My child flew from my arms, leaving me with only sorrow 

 
CHORUS. 
And so I search for one who does not think of me 

 
MADWOMAN. 
Our bond is weathered as a thin linen robe, like this one that I 

 
CHORUS. 
Tie at the shoulders and drop to the hem 

 
MADWOMAN. 
Tie at the hems and cast over my shoulder9 

 

Through recognizable costumes, props, and hair and makeup, the pretending madwomen in The 

Legend of Umewaka Gongen and Oguri perform in ways that conspicuously cite the madwomen in 

noh plays such as Hyakuman. It is possible that something about the religiously oriented 

honjimono format each of these tales takes, in which the suffering protagonists are ultimately 

revealed to have divine identities, made explicitly feigned madness preferable to madness 

resulting from attachment. Beyond this, such moments accentuate the medium’s expansive 

potential by incorporating noh’s poetic and visual vocabularies of madness to stage an 

embedded performance. In the case of the picture scrolls in particular, such disclosures of the 

consciously performed nature of the events being depicted gestures to the picture scroll itself 

 
9 Itō Masayoshi, ed., Yōkyokushū, Shinsōban, vol. 3, Shinchō Nihon koten shūsei (Shinchōsha, 2015), 
152–53. 
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not as a static object but as performative medium whose format as an artwork held closely 

before the reader’s gaze between two hands, and “carefully spool[ed]. . . a torso-width at a time,” 

10 inherently indexes the human body and its movements. 

The theatrical vocabularies of kurui in noh also made their way into early modern kabuki, 

where they were adapted and at times utterly transformed in service of the genre.11 Noh’s 

stagings of kurui provided the impetus for many kabuki plays, most notably those that built on 

the worlds of Wind in the Pines (Matsukaze-Murasamemono) and Sumida River (Sumidagawamono). In 

contrast to noh, kabuki spotlights a great number of madmen in addition to madwomen, 

including the figure of the lovesick man who goes mad with desire for a beloved courtesan, such 

as the titular character in the dance-drama Two Wankyūs (Ninin Wankyū, 1774) and Gengobei in 

The Lovers’ Oath (Kamikakete Sango taisetsu, 1825). In such cases, madness—more often called 

kyōran 狂乱 in kabuki—emerges from a classic conflict between social obligations and human 

emotions and is symbolic of a failure of merchant-class masculinity, the fragility of which the 

pleasure quarters expose and exploit. Generally speaking, madness is less directly identified with 

dance on the level of plot in kabuki, although it does have a recognizable physical repertoire that 

includes elements such as stylized stumbling (okotsuki), movements that break standard rhythm, 

and sudden bursts of emotion.12 Where noh applied pressure to kurui through stylization, kabuki 

celebrated kyōran’s elements of frenzy, excess, and subversive potential. Nevertheless, the 

 
10 Reginald Jackson, “Dying in Two Dimensions: Genji Emaki and the Wages of Depth Perception,” 
Mechademia (Minneapolis, MN) 7, no. 1 (2012): 150–72, 157. 
11 On madness in kabuki and jōruri, see Matsuzaki Hitoshi, “Kyōki to Edo jidai engeki,” in Bungaku ni 
okeru kyōki, ed. Satō Yasumasa (Kasama Shoin, 1992) and Ladda Kaewrithidej, “Chikamatsu jōruri ni 
okeru ‘kyōran’ no igi: Futago Sumidagawa o rei ni,” Kyōto daigaku kokubungaku ronsō (Kyoto) 1 (1998): 
16–41. 
12 Madness and proximate states of emotional instability are also signaled in kabuki via a purple 
headband (yamai no hachimaki) worn by the mad person—a direct framing of madness as illness that 
also departs from noh. 
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connection of madness to dance persisted on the level of genre, with many works of kabuki 

dance-drama (shosagoto) in particular featuring scenes of madness. 

 Turning again to the issue of feigning, in another departure from noh, pretended 

madness became a common trope in kabuki. As in The Legend of Umewaka Gongen and Oguri, 

feigned madness in kabuki is strategic. For example, masquerading as madmen enables political 

subterfuge on the part of Lord Ichijō Ōkura in Kiichi Hōgen and the Martial Treatise (Kiichi Hōgen 

sanryaku no maki, 1731), who pretends to be an innocuous madman prone to performing kyōgen 

dances, and the undercover warrior Ranpei in a Matsukaze-Murasamemono titled Ranpei’s Madness 

(Ranpei monogurui, 1753), who feigns madness every time a sword is drawn.13 Feigned madness 

suited kabuki’s labyrinthine plots and the premium it placed on moments of shocking revelation, 

allowing one actor to essentially play two roles that changed depending on the scene and to 

reveal the madness’s artifice at a pivotal moment. There are resonances between this 

metatheatrical framing of madness and the theatrical functions of spirit possession in noh that I 

discussed in Chapter Two. Not unlike the opportunities the performance of spirit possession 

afforded for displaying the noh performer’s skill, feigned madness allowed the kabuki actor to 

demonstrate virtuosity in switching between mad and sane personas or simultaneously 

performing both, thereby encapsulating Earl Ernst’s observation that the kabuki stage is a 

presentational “platform for acting” rather than a representational area disguised as reality.14 

 
13 Takahashi Wakako, “Kinseiki no kabuki ni okeru yōkyō no hyōshō: Ranpei to Ichijō Ōkura-kyō o 
chūshin ni,” in Yamai to sono hyōshō, ed. Fujii Shintarō (Waseda University Global Japanese Studies, 
Top Global University Project, 2024). 
14 Earl Ernst, The Kabuki Theatre (New York: Oxford University Press, 1956), 18. Ernst contrasts 
“presentational” theater like kabuki with “representational” theater in which “every effort is made to 
convince the audience that the stage is not a stage and that the actor is not an actor” (19). 
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Such performances harnessed the theatricality that was, through the fluidity of identity 

generated by urban life, coming to characterize Edo society. The idea of feigned madness in the 

picture-scroll and kabuki contexts above was of course not new—it was a trope centuries before 

in the models of monastic eccentricity discussed in Chapter Three—but it indicates novel modes 

of engagement with madness’s theatricality in a transforming cultural environment. Especially 

with the advent of print in the early modern period, live performance was becoming just one of 

a host of venues in which to partake of the theater. Moreover, not only were the boundaries of 

the stage constantly extending outwards through printed librettos and fiction, woodblock prints, 

and other ephemera; urbanization and the expansion of commerce contributed to a growing 

awareness of the theatricality pervading the social world.15 In emerging commercial centers, the 

density and diversity of the populace encouraged a culture of social observation and 

performance, while commercialization facilitated status impersonation and the illusion of being 

able to buy one’s fantasies in the “floating world” celebrated in so much cultural output of the 

time. Shedding light on this emergent mode of experience, portrayals of feigned madness 

underscored madness’s unsettling and seductive potentials for trickery and subterfuge. They thus 

attest all the more to madness’s theatricality and the fact that, as in noh, madness acts, making 

possible new kinds of bodies, identities, and modes of seeing and being seen. 

Finally, in tracing how madness is bound to movement and choreographies of difference 

and deviance, we are brought to recognize further-reaching notions of excess. Excess is inherent 

to the ways that madness takes form via choreographies that resist the patterns of what is 

considered ordinary. Even as it gathers a language of conventions and movements and thereby a 

 
15 For a nuanced account of theatricality in a similarly shifting social landscape, see Sophie Volpp, 
Worldly Stage: Theatricality in Seventeenth-Century China (Harvard University Asia Center, 2011). 
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semblance of containment in a given performance form like noh, madness’s unceasing and often 

unpredictable transformation across time and media means that it always retains a trace of 

excess. In the context of medieval Japan, I have emphasized how noh performers themselves 

negotiated presumptions of their proximity to madness. In this way, I have shown how noh 

itself is, like madness, “dislocated” from its cultural milieus, furnishing a venue in which to 

question them.16 In considering kurui and its repertoire of movements, I have pursued readings 

that do not merely treat noh as an accumulation of verifiable facts, as if in an attempt to render 

knowledge immobile.17 Instead, I have modeled approaches that account for the excess inherent 

to madness and performance at large, which as an ephemeral art form cannot be committed to 

written or visual record without loss. In this way, performance comes to light as an archive of 

movement, making legible knowledge that inheres within moving bodies and their imaginings, 

and gesturing ultimately to how all knowledge is fundamentally in motion. 

 
16 Carol Thomas Neely, Distracted Subjects: Madness and Gender in Shakespeare and Early Modern Culture 
(Cornell University Press, 2004), 68. In Neely’s words, theater does not simply mirror or subvert but 
instead “encourag[es] a reading” of its milieu. 
17 Here, I follow Susan Leigh Foster’s endeavor to counter “acquisitive” approaches to knowledge 
by emphasizing knowledge as practice. Susan Leigh Foster, Knowing as Moving: Perception, Memory, and 
Place (Duke University Press, 2025), 44. 
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Image Appendix 

 

 

Fig. 3.1. A kasshiki mask. Image ©2008 David Surtasky, courtesy Matsui Akira collection. 
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Fig. 4.1. The madwoman (Ōshima Kinue) journeys in search of her child. She wears a traveler’s 

sedge hat and holds a sprig of bamboo, a conventional signifier of madness in noh. Image © 

2015, David Surtasky. 
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Fig. 4.2. The madwoman (Ōshima Kinue) weeps for her dead son. Image © 2015, 
David Surtasky. 
 


