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PREFACE 

This is the second volume in a series of anthologies of Kyôgen plays that will embrace the entire official Izumi-school repertoire of 254 plays (including both versions of pieces that are found in both the Izumi and Okura schools in cases where their plotlines diverge significantly from each other), plays that exist only in the Okura school, and a number of extra-repertorial plays (those of which the scripts exist but are never or very infrequently performed today). Thus, the entire series will consist of a total of around 300 plays in five volumes. 

"The Kyôgen Book" published by the Japan Times in 1989 was the first volume in the series. It is a general introduction to the art of Kyôgen that contains at least one play from each of the fifteen character-based categories (a complete list of which is found on pages 235 to 243 of "The Kyôgen Book"--Volume I). The rest of the series will be theme-oriented, meaning that they will each deal with a broad theme that embraces one or more of the character-based categories.

In the present volume (Volume II of the series), all 78 plays in which women take part will be presented. This includes all of the Woman category, the bulk of the Son-in-Law category, as well as some from many of the other categories. And Volume III will contain what I have dubbed the Fantasy Kyôgen, centered around the Animal, Dance, Demon, God, and Warrior Priest categories.

As there are many plays that belong to two or more categories, the Introduction to each volume will point out the location of those that belong to the categories in the volume at hand but have already appeared in a previous volume. 

The collaboration between June Compton and myself that eventually led to the creation of this Woman Kyôgen collection began several years ago when June came to Japan to study Kyôgen and research material for her doctoral dissertation. Due to a combination of unforeseen events, she was forced to abandon her original topic and found herself casting about for another direction to take. At that same time we had begun rehearsing one of the Woman texts, "Caught in a Sack" (Hikkukuri), and we both found ourselves increasingly intrigued by the female character in that play, particularly the divergent faces of that woman as portrayed in different versions. June subsequently decided that by analyzing and classifying the female characters in Kyôgen she could throw some new light on an area of the comedies that had previously been ignored. Her problem, however, was a lack of sufficient English translations of the Woman Kyôgen that would enable her to write a dissertation accessible to Western scholars. In a moment of casual optimism, I said that I would translate all the necessary plays for her if that would be helpful, momentarily forgetting that there are over seventy plays in the current repertoire with female characters. But once launched, the project took on its own life and energy, culminating three years later in the first monograph ever devoted to Woman Kyôgen interwoven with the first complete collection of the texts in English translation. 

Finally, a note about my style of dialogue translation. When performed in English, the combination of vocal and physical presentation makes the reason for the stylized language immediately obvious, however, readers often have some difficulty relating to that aspect when meeting it for the first time on the printed page. Thus experience has taught me that some explanation is in order when publishing the scripts.

The dialogue of Kyôgen is in an archaic style that was stylized even during the Middle Ages, when the art was created, and later when the scripts were established. Therefore, it is definitely not in contemporary colloquial Japanese. This constitutes one of the most charming and theatrically impacting aspects of the art and an essential element of its style of presentation. Today, absolute precision of delivery is demanded and no word-substitution is ever allowed in performance. In my English translations, I consider the reflection and replication of that stylization of equal import to the faithful rendition of the meaning. For this reason, I always try to avoid the use of any word or turn of phrase that has specific American, British, regional, or period connotations, except in cases where it seems so right in the context that it blends into the overall texture of the line. When a unique Japanese idiom (most of which do not exist in modern Japanese) is communicable in direct translation, I use it rather than replacing it with a more common English phrase of the same meaning. And pure onomatopoeic sounds, such as the vocalization expressing physical effort, "Ei, ei, yatto-na," I simply transliterate into the Roman alphabet.

Don Kenny 

INTRODUCTION

Classifying and dividing traditional dramatic texts into categories based on elements common to certain texts but absent in others has been an integral part of Japanese dramaturgy for over six hundred years. In the three major genres relevant to this study, Noh, Kabuki, and Kyôgen, this propensity for categorization has resulted in a plethora of classification systems that analyze both texts and characters from a variety of perspectives. Once a basic classification system has been established, scholars have then moved on to a detailed examination of the individual categories within that system, analyzing and further sub-dividing each into more specific groupings. There has been at least one exception to this scholarly tend: prior to this book, Woman plays in Kyôgen had never been the focus of a detailed analysis and categorization.

The purpose of this book is to rectify that situation by classifying and analyzing the various types of female roles found in the plays labeled as Woman Kyôgen (Onna Kyôgen) in order to demonstrate the variety and importance of those roles. The analyses focus on identifying elements of characterization that distinguish and individualize the various female roles, defining the dominant motivations and purposes of the woman characters, and determining the relationship between character types and the social positions and activities of actual medieval women.

The textual and role classifications found in three of the major traditional Japanese theatre arts, Kyôgen, Noh, and Kabuki, are used to create a dramaturgical structure for each genre. (Bunraku has not been included here for two reasons: its repertory is basically identical with that of the Kabuki, and the classification systems utilized for its texts and characters are based on considerations unique to puppet theatre.) A brief description of how these systems are organized, and the function of such systems within the individual genres, will now be given in order to provide a clearer context for the classification and analyses of the female characters in Kyôgen to follow. 

The classification system most commonly used today in the Noh divides texts according to the character type played by the shite (main actor):  kami (gods), shura (warriors), katsura (lit. wig or women pieces), kurui (mad persons), and kiri (final pieces). Within these major categories are numerous sub-divisions which more specifically describe the general character types. Kabuki plays are most commonly divided into three major categories based on the subject matter of the plays: jidaimono (historical plays), sewamono (plays of domestic life), and shosagoto (dance dramas).   As with the Noh, these are further divided into various sub-categories. Kyôgen, like the Noh, also uses a classification system predicated on character type, dividing the texts into seven groupings:  waki (god, or congratulatory pieces), daimyo (great lords), shomyo (lesser lords), muko/woman, (sons-in-law and women), oni/yamabushi (demons and warrior priests), shukke/zato (priests and blindmen), and atsume (miscellaneous.) Kyôgen also uses systems based on different criteria to classify its texts, as do Noh and Kabuki, but the most commonly used categorization today is based on the character system outlined above. Since this study focuses on an analysis of a particular type of character, the women in Kyôgen, all discussions will be related to the character-based classification systems unless otherwise noted.

In Noh and Kabuki the character-generated classifications are further divided into sub-categories that recognize and systemize differences between plays and characters included in a broad, general grouping.  Since there are many plays within a given category, this sub-division of texts provides a clearer and more accurate picture of the types of characters and plays within a major classification, a system helpful to both scholars and general audience members. 

Only in Kyôgen is there no detailed sub-classification of texts or characters within the major categories.  In the case of male roles, this poses no problem since all categories of the plays except one, the Woman Kyôgen, pertain to and distinguish male characters: servants, two types of masters (daimyo and shomyo), sons-in-law, priests, warrior priests, blindmen, and demons.  The major categories are, therefore, themselves adequate sub-divisions of the types of male characters found in the plays.  Plays that include female characters, however, are included under the general rubric of Woman Kyôgen with no sub-divisions to indicate the various types of women found in the plays.  Moreover, only about one-half of the major female roles are found in the Woman Kyôgen category; the remainder are spread throughout the repertory. 

This creates an unfortunate tendency among scholars to concentrate exclusively on the two most obvious female stereotypes in Kyôgen: shrewish wives and homely young women. The nuances and variety of characterizations inherent in the texts are overlooked, and fertile areas of study and enjoyment are lost. What remain are overly broad stereotypes that fail to reflect the wide spectrum of female characters that inhabit the Kyôgen plays. 

Admittedly, all Kyôgen characters, male and female, are to a great extent stereotypes, but the men in Kyôgen have at least been organized into a variety of types by the general classification of the plays while the female characters continue to be considered only as a single stereotype: Woman. By demonstrating the hitherto unrecognized breadth of characterizations found among the women characters in Kyôgen, current discussions of the genre that provide incomplete, and frequently inaccurate, assessments of female roles can be addressed and corrected. 

The importance of studying the female characters is based on several considerations.  To begin with, of all the plays included in the current official repertories of the Okura and Izumi schools, 65, or approximately 25 percent, contain female characters; of these, 55 contain female characters who can be considered leading or supporting roles.  Roles in the remaining 10 texts are minor but nonetheless fulfill an important dramatic function within the plays as analysis will reveal; they are not merely supernumeraries. 

Certain considerations specific to the traditions of Kyôgen itself indicate the importance of the female characters.  For example, women plays are assigned a specific place in the categorization of the texts, and a large number of the texts featuring significant female roles are included in the category of Kyôgen plays designated as "Son-in-Law/Woman" in the Okura school classification system.  In addition, two of the three Kyôgen roles designated as the most advanced, to be performed only by mature actors at the height of their powers, are the leading characters in "An Old Nun Names a Young Man" (Bikusada) and "The Plum Blossom Hut" (Iori no Ume), both of whom are female characters.  Similarly, the teaching of "The Badger's Belly Drum" (Tanuki no Hara Tsuzumi), in which the principle character is also a female, is treated as a secret play and transmitted to only one son in a Kyôgen family.

In addition, analysis of the texts has revealed the existence of an important female character I have chosen to call the "unseen woman," one who appears only as an image.  This is not a real character portrayed by a real person, but rather a dream image of an ideal woman created by a Kyôgen man in his imagination.  Kyôgen plays do not usually depict romantic love on stage, but it is suggested in texts containing the unseen woman who is invariably beautiful, desirable, perfect, unattainable, and utterly unreal.  Despite the ephemeral nature of this character, she is the de-facto catalyst for the plot of the plays in which she "appears;" she is the exquisite lover from the Tale of Genji, the heavenly maiden found in the Noh, and the impossibly perfect beauty of the Kabuki female impersonator all woven into one supreme vision of femininity. And she has nothing to do with the actual world in which Kyôgen characters live. When this character is found in a Kyôgen play, she is usually the object of the principal male character's obsessive passion, carried to comic and sometimes farcical excess.

Detailed and specific references to the texts in terms of what the female characters say and do and what is said about and to them provided the initial, though not the sole, basis for determining into which categories they best fit. For example, insights into the effect of specific acting techniques on audience perception of character, as revealed by observations of performances of the plays, were also factored into conclusions as to which category a play should be assigned. Every character within a given sub-category may not exhibit all of the characteristics included in that grouping's definition, but fundamental personality traits are consistent with the archetype, differing only in minor ways.

In many of the categories, adjectives that identify and describe typical personality types have been used to identify variances of character within a broad group. For example, all terms used to differentiate the characters of wives are adjectives that appear in discussions of them in various general sources. Komparu has called the typical Kyôgen wife "fierce," and this term has been used to denote the strongest of the women in this category.  I have deliberately avoided use of the term "shrewish" in the wife category because of the pejorative nature of the word in English, along with its frequent and inaccurate use to describe all Kyôgen women.  Many of the adjectives used in categories other than those of the wives are not found in general sources relating to female characters in Kyôgen, primarily because these characters are never addressed in such studies; they are character types that differ significantly from the wives but whose presence has hitherto gone unacknowledged.  Therefore, the descriptive words applied to characters other than those in the wife category have been suggested by terms found in the classification systems of Noh and Kabuki.

I have made no attempt, however, to deny the obvious fact that a large number of female roles in Kyôgen are aptly described as scolds or nagging wives. What I do want to make clear is that within this group there is a broad spectrum of variations on the general character-type that should be identified and analyzed in terms of what these nuances contribute to the effectiveness and variety of the plays and what they reveal about the dramatic content and dramaturgy of the texts. If fierceness is arguably the most common denominator of a large number of Kyôgen wives, it is neither their sole identifying characteristic nor universally applicable to all Kyôgen women. In fact, analysis reveals that the vast majority of Kyôgen women are best defined as strong, loving, clever, and loyal--characteristics that are found more frequently than the much publicized shrewishness for which Kyôgen women are so undeservedly famous. In other words, I find that among the myriad characters who comprise the Kyôgen world, none are more entertaining or complex than the women who, with valor and roguish charm, pursue their various destinies.

CLASSIFICATION SYSTEM 

This classification system divides the Woman Kyôgen texts into the following seven major categories: Homemakers, Young Marriageable Women, Working Women, Holy Women, Supernatural Women, Unseen Women, and Miscellaneous.  Within each of these main categories are sub-groups based on differences in occupation or family position where applicable, and/or on nuances of personality that reflect significant distinctions between character types. When occupation or family position are considered, they are based on social/historical considerations as well as artistic models.

The first major category, Homemakers, is initially sub-divided into Wives, Newlyweds, and Widows to reflect the differing legal and social positions, either officially or informally recognized, that were assigned to married women in Kyôgen households.  These distinctions reflect cultural realities inherent in the medieval Japanese world from which the characters were derived. The social and legal obligations, restrictions, and privileges attendant upon each of the three stations occupied by married women varied sufficiently to inspire characters whose differing natures warrant separate divisions. This same type of social structuring was likewise responsible for certain sub-divisions in the general Kyôgen classification system, such as the Son-in-law plays with their unique humor derived from the traditional social obligations a newly married young man owed his father-in-law. 

Category II, Young Marriageable Women, has three sub-groups determined by physical attributes, elements of spectacle, and dominant personality traits: Unmasked/Attractive: Gentle or Independent; Masked/Feisty/Homely; and Unassigned. Issues of social and family position do not impact significantly on characters in these texts since in the Kyôgen world, as among the common classes of medieval Japan depicted in the plays, young marriageable women all occupied virtually the same position within their familial and cultural units, were subject to identical social obligations, and enjoyed similar freedoms.  The only distinctions between women in this group resulted from their membership in different social classes, a moot point here since all texts in the category portray young women from basically the same class, that of commoners.  The only issue that should be mentioned here is the fact that the woman in "The Blind Couple at Kiyomizu Temple" (Kiyomizu Zato) is blind and therefore occupies a unique position in society.  This fact has some impact on plot development but none on the personality of the woman and is therefore not considered an element of character or category definition. 

Working Women, Category III, are identified as either Merchants, Artists, or Courtesans to reflect the contrasting status and social positions of women who were employed outside the home. Here the women's choices of careers, and activities within the chosen professions, are central to the development of their characterizations and the content of the story. Moreover, the personalities and life styles of women within the three categories reflect contrasts significantly striking to justify the creation of three discrete groupings. 

Holy Women, Category IV, are divided into Buddhist Nuns and Shinto Shrine Maidens, since certain distinctions in religious dogma and ritual impact on both texts and characterizations. 

Female characters designated as Supernatural, Category V, are divided into the Spirits of Animals and Demons to reflect the two types of supernatural characters that appear throughout Kyôgen and the resultant contrasts found in the atmosphere of texts depicting each type.  Plays involving the spirits of animals create an other-worldly, magical, and even spiritual ambiance on stage that is unique to such texts and results in an effect that is far removed from typical Kyôgen farce. Plays featuring demons, on the other hand, create a broad, farcical style of humor by presenting personality types and situations that are completely human in quality, tone, and action but enacted by non-human characters.  In other words, Kyôgen plays about spirits invest real animals with human qualities and portray them in the context of a supernatural world, while demon plays present supernatural characters who act and talk like ordinary human beings in realistic, everyday situations. 

Texts in Category VI, Unseen, have been divided according to whether or not they contain real female characters; those that do are labeled "In Woman Kyôgen Texts," and those that do not are referred to as "In Texts Outside Woman Kyôgen."  This sub-division is based on the contrasting use made of the Unseen Woman in each group, for while her image changes little between texts, the dramaturgical use made of the character does. 

The final classification, Category VII/Miscellaneous, does not contain sub-divisions, rather each text is briefly described to provide a basic overview of the types of female characters not assignable to any of the six major categories. 

The major sub-divisions described above are used to distinguish between characters with significantly different personalities and have been mandated by important variances observable in the personalities of the female characters and/or by the social, cultural, or economic dynamics operant in the text that influence characterization and plot development. Guidelines for these sub-divisions have also been drawn from Noh and Kabuki. In Noh, the extensive analyses available on the woman masks have been of particular value, distinguishing as they do a vast array of character types and attendant emotional states. Barely perceptible to dramatic variations in the artistry of different woman Noh masks has produced myriad characters: young women who are noted for their gentle young beauty, their elegant beauty, or their persistent devotion; middle aged women who have aged somewhat, are noticeably sad, or are grief stricken; old women who are deranged, beautiful, or ghostly; and a series of vengeful females ranging from a real woman displaying signs of incipient jealousy to a supernatural demoness bent on terrible destruction.

Character analyses based on the texts, as well as elements of spectacle, distinguish the various personality types in Kabuki in a manner emulated by this Woman Kyôgen classification system. Faubion Bowers, for instance, distinguishes between faithful and devoted women who endure cruel fates or make extreme sacrifices and courtesans who are beautiful and elegant but weak in character.  Zoe Kincaid suggests similar contrasts in female character types when she comments on the plethora of fascinating women in Kabuki, using labels such as bad, slangy, naughty, voluble, gossipy, brave, faithful, innocent, and honest to describe the various roles. A similar use of adjectives to identify and define the different character types in Woman Kyôgen will provide the final organizational tool for this classification system. The defining personality characteristics of a particular sub-category have been determined by analysis of what the character says and does, what is said about and to her, what is done to her, her basic relationship to the other characters, and her role in the dramatic action of the text.

Inspired by the above guidelines, Wives, I A, are separated into seven sub-divisions based on dominant personality traits: Fierce/Faithful; Possessive/Faithful; Supportive/Faithful; Courageous/Virtuous; Foolish/Faithful; Deceitful/Unfaithful; and Unassigned.  Although not reflected in the labels for these sub-groups, the earlier mentioned social, cultural, and economic issues that impact on characterizations and texts were also factored into the sub-divisions of the wives' roles and are discussed in the opening explanation of individual categories.  The following sub-group of Newlyweds, divided into Brides and Young Mothers, is the only division in which motherhood serves as one criterion for distinguishing character types; the women are relatively new wives who are either pregnant or the mothers of infants. If the former, the text in which they appear centers around the ceremonial first visit of a son-in-law to his new father-in-law; if the latter, the central issue of the play evolves out of the husband's drunken divorce of his wife.  There are exceptions to these parameters which will be discussed later, but in both groups the wives' pivotal actions are largely determined by decisions as to which household claims their primary loyalty, the father's or the husband's. The two groups do, however, demonstrate one significant difference in terms of basic personality traits; Brides are defined as Clever/Loyal, and Young Mothers as Strong/Loyal, the latter comprising one of the rare divisions of Woman Kyôgen in which the female character is not depicted as more intelligent than her spouse, although she is obviously his moral superior. No sub-divisions are necessary for the final Homemaker category of Widows since there is only one text in the Kyôgen repertory featuring a woman in this social/legal position. Her defining characteristics are Brave/Clever. 

The Young Marriageable Women of Category II have been divided into three sub-groups: Unmasked/Attractive/ Gentle or Independent; Masked/Feisty/Homely "At the Shrine," or "At Home;" and "Unassigned."  This is the only category that includes physical description as a defining factor, a decision predicated on three factors central to the social position of the women as prospective brides:  1) all are of marriageable age; 2) all are either actively seeking a husband or are specifically depicted as  desirable and appropriate brides-to-be; and 3) their physical beauty, or lack of it, is an important element in plot development, the type of humor specific to the text, and the creation of an ambiance central to the dramatic aim of the play. 

The Working Women within the sub-groups of Category III possess different personalities that have been at least partially determined by the specific nature of their occupations. The Merchant women, while of different ages and economic status, nonetheless share the most notable characteristics of the category; they are clever and independent.  The one female artist in Kyôgen, a character based on the famous poet Komachi, occupies a central role in the only play of the Working Women/Artist category. The defining traits of this character are Clever/Independent. The third sub-group, Courtesans, contains three plays with the female characters sharing few personality traits other than their cleverness. A more detailed explanation of how the characters differ is provided in the section dealing with that sub-division  

The Nuns in Category IV have been assigned the sub-divisions of Gentle/Revered and Fierce/Rascally, diametrically opposed character traits that reveal the conflicting images of Buddhist holy women held by medieval Japanese.  Just as Buddhist personages enjoyed an uneven reputation among the people, so do the texts featuring Buddhist nuns present the two sides of that dogma's reality: the true and gentle; the sham and boisterous.  The religious and spiritual schism so evident in Japanese culture since the introduction of Buddhism in the seventh century, and the continuing tension between that religion and the native Shintoism, is also reflected in the contrasting female personalities of this group's two major sub-divisions.  For example, the Shinto Shrine Maidens, in contrast to the Buddhist Nuns, are portrayed exclusively as admirable characters and defined in this classification as Independent/Clever. .

The first sub-division  in Category V,  Supernatural Women, Spirits of Animals, is described as Courageous/ Charming, qualities appropriate to the other-worldly, spiritual atmosphere of the plays.  The Demons in the second sub-division, with their non-human feet planted firmly in human soil as they pursue their demonic business, are labeled Feisty/Charming.

The Unseen Woman plays in Category VI identified as belonging to the sub-division of "In Woman Kyôgen Texts" have been further separated into Possessive and Masked/ Feisty/Homely to reflect the two different types of texts in which the character appears and her contrasting dramaturgical function in each, but plays "In Texts Outside Woman Kyôgen" require no additional sub-division.  The seventh major category, Miscellaneous, is not sub-divided. 

It should be noted that the entire classification system and the decisions as to which plays belong in which categories are based on Izumi performance versions of the texts, with the exception of The Clam which is found only in the repertory of the defunct Sagi school. There are instances when variations between Izumi and Okura schools texts are sufficient to warrant two separate classifications for a specific female character. When this is the case, the character is assigned according to the Izumi version, with the Okura variant analyzed as an alternate interpretation. There are also characters who do not fit precisely the particular category to which they have been assigned, but any such variances are minor and will be discussed at the appropriate time.

One other type of Kyôgen female character should also be mentioned at this time, those listed collectively in the texts as tachishu (lit. standing group), a term used in Kyôgen to connote a group of people who act as a single personality. These female characters do not have names or titles other than "Woman One," "Woman Two," etc., and their actions and speeches are virtually interchangeable among all members.  In short, there is no individualization of these characters, and they are therefore not included in the analyses.

Now follows a brief-form outline of the new Woman Kyôgen categories and the plays assigned to each, after which each major classification will be discussed in turn.  Play titles followed by an "(E)" indicate extra-repertorial texts.  The order of the major classifications has been determined by the relative sizes of the categories, resulting in the following sequence: I, Homemakers (36 texts); II, Young Marriageable Women (13 texts); III, Working Women (7 texts); IV, Holy Women (7 texts); V, Supernatural (3 texts).  Plays in VI, Unseen Women (7 texts), and VII, Miscellaneous (4 texts), have not been assigned according to the number of texts in each group, since they reflect variations in character definition that fall outside the general parameters of the classification system. 

The total nunber of texts in these seven categories is 77.  Of these, four are extra-repertorial, five are classified twice (Dontarô contains both a Wife and a Courtesan and therefore appears in both of those sub-groups, and the four Unseen Women/In Other Woman Kyôgen Texts are also classified twice), and none of the three Unseen Women/Outside Woman Kyôgen includes "real" female characters.  The actual number of Woman Kyôgen texts in the current official repertory of the Izumi school is therefore 65. 

Following the general description of a category, the sub-groupings will then be addressed in order of appearance, providing an overview of the distinguishing characteristics of each group along with a detailed analysis of one text deemed most representative of the group.  Virtually any play in a specific category could have been used to demonstrate the dominant characteristics of all female characters in the group.  However, the ones chosen as flagship texts are those which, 1) contain female characters who most perfectly personify the pivotal elements of character definition as established in the introduction to the group, and 2) most clearly demonstrate the dramatic atmosphere typical of the group and the social, cultural, and/or economic issues from which that ambiance springs. 

LIST OF PLAYS BY CATEGORY 


I.
Homemakers



A.  
Wives




1.  
Fierce/Faithful






Kamabara (Unsuccessful Sickle






Suicide) Izumi [p.159] & 







Okura [p.166] versions






Domori (The Stutterer) [p.175]





Hige Yagura (The Fortified 







Beard) [p.182]





Renga Jittoku (Verse or Vest?) [p.188]





Shujô (The New Staff) [p.197]



2.
Possessive/Faithful






Hikkukuri (Caught in a Sack) Matasaburo 







version [p.204]





Enmei  Bukuro (The Sack of Parting)  [p.210]




Chasanbai (An International







Marriage Problem) [p.219]





Dontarô (Dontarô's Women) [p.225]





Hanago (Visiting Hanago) [p.234]





Ie Dôji (E) (The House Sprite) [p.250]





Inabadô (The Drunken Wife) [JT p.58]





Kanaoka (Kanaoka, the






Love-Crazed Painter) [p.254]





Kawakami (Sight Gained and 







Lost) [JT p.212]



3.
Supportive/Faithful






Taiko Oi (The Drum Bearer) [p.260]





Chigikiri (Cautious Bravery) [p.266]





Chigo Yabusame (The Horseback







Archery Ceremony Defiled) [p.283]





Funa Watashi Muko (The Son-







in-Law in the Boat) [p.293]





Ima Jinmei (The God of Now) [p.309]





Mika Zuki (The Winnow Basket 







Hat) [p.316]





Nushi Heiroku (Heiroku, the







Lacquerer) [p.324]





Rokuninsô (Six Shaved Heads) [JT p.126]





Roren (Almost a Priest) [p.331]



4.
Courageous/Virtuous






Setsubun (A Demon in Love) [JT p.179]





Yase Matsu (Skinny Pine) [JT p.76]



5.
Foolish/Faithful






Kagami Otoko (The Mirror) [JT p.64]



6.
Deceitful/Unfaithful






Saru Zatô (The Blind Man's






Monkey) [p.342]





Uchizata (The Trial Rehearsal) [p.350]





Oko Sako (Farmer Oko and Farmer 






Sako) [p.361]



7.
Unassigned






Ishigami (The Stone God) [p.371]


B.
Newlyweds - Clever/Loyal




 1. 
Brides






Hôchô Muko (The Butcherknife 







Son-in-Law) [p.379]





Kurama Muko (The Son-in-Law 







from Kurama) [p.393]





Ôkadayû (Lord Ôka) [p.406]





Origami Muko (The Guaranteed






Son-in-Law) [p.425]



2. 
Young Mothers - Strong/Loyal






Morai Muko (The Repentant 







Husband) [p.439]





Hôshi ga Haha (The Baby's 







Mother) [p.451]



3.  
Unassigned






Mizu Kake Muko (The Water-







Throwing Son-in-Law) [JT p.154]


C.
Widows - Brave/Clever





Oni no Mamako (The Demon's 






Stepchild) [p.456]

II.
Young Marriageable Women





A.
Unmasked/Attractive




1.
Gentle







Kiyomizu Zatô (The Blind Couple 






at Kiyomizu Temple) [p.463]





I-Moji (The Letter "I") [p.470]





Taue (The Rice Planting 








Ceremony) [p.479]





Wakana (Spring, Girls, and 







Wine) [p.484]







2.
Independent






Mizu Kumi (Drawing Water) [JT p.53]





Mime Yoshi  (E) (A Man Called 







Handsome) Izumi [p.496] and 







Natl [p.504] versions



B.
Masked/Feisty/Homely




1.  At the Shrine





Fukitori (Fluting for a Wife) Izumi [p.518] and






Okura [p.526] versions





Nikujûhachi (Two-Nine-Eighteen) [p.528]




Tsuribari (The Fish Hook) Izumi [p.534] and






Okura [p.542] versions




2.  At Home





Kakusui Muko (The Water-Horn 






Son-in-Law) [p.552]




Sai no Me (Counting Dice Spots) [p.560]



3.  Unassigned  





Makura Monogurui (Grandfather 






in Love) [p.568]




Narihira Mochi (The Poet and 







the Rice Cakes) [p.575]

III.
Working Women



A.
Merchants










Urusashi (Hold Your Peace!) [p.584]




Kawara Tarô (Tarô at the Riverbed





Market) [p.552]




Oba ga Saké (The Stingy Aunt's Saké)
[p.599]


B.
Artists 





Kasen (Six Poets) [p.607]


C.  
Courtesans





Wakame (Miss Seaweed) [p.619]




Dontarô (Dontarô's Women) [p.225]




Suminuri (Black Crocodile Tears) [p.630]

IV. 
Holy Women



A.  
Buddhist Nuns




1.
Gentle/Revered






Bikusada (An Old Nun Names a






Young Man) [p.637]





Iori no Ume (The Plum Blossom






Cottage) [p.649]



2.
Fierce/Rascally






Nyakuichi (Nun Nyakuichi's






Revenge) [p.658]





Naki Ama (The Crying Nun) [p.663]





Kogarakasa (The Umbrella 







Sutra) [p.668]


B.
Shinto Shrine Maidens








Daihannya (The Buddhist Sutra 






and Shinto Dance) [p.678]




Uji Musubi (E) (Espousal by Divine





Intervention) [p.683]




V.
Supernatural Women



A.
Spirits of Animals - Courageous/Charming





Tanuki no Hara Tsuzumi (The 







Badger's Belly Drum) [p.688]




Hamaguri (E) (The Clam) [p.695]


B.
Demons - Feisty/Charming





Kubihiki (Neck Pulling) [p.700]

VI.
Unseen Women



A.  
In Woman Kyôgen Texts




1. 
 Possessive Wife






Kanaoka (Kanaoka, the Love-







Crazed Painter) [p.254]





Hanago (Visiting Hanago) [p.234]





Inabadô (The Drunken Wife) [JT p.58]



2.  
Masked/Feisty/Homely






Makura Monogurui (Grandfather 






in Love) [p.568]


B.
In Texts Outside Woman Kyôgen
 





Onigawara (The Demon-Faced Tile) [JT p.96]




Kiku no Hana (The Chrysanthemum) [p.706]




Yakusui (Medicinal Water) [p.712]

VII.
Miscellaneous




Iwahashi (The Shy Bride) [p.716]



Ko Nusubito (The Amateur Kidnapper) [p.721]



Onimaru (Onimaru Reforms) [p.724]



Yuki Uchi (The Snow Fight) [p.730]
I. Homemakers
Category I, Homemakers, is the largest of the groupings with 36 entries sub-divided as Wives, Newlyweds, and Widows to reflect the three major classifications of women who are defined by, and whose occupations center around, their social and marital status vis-à-vis home and husband.  These plays are defined, in the broadest sense, by the fact that the female characters are married women whose primary activities are: 1) centered around issues of husband and family, and 2) take place in the home, the place women were traditionally expected to remain as well as the seat of their vested power.  Among the medieval people on whom Kyôgen characters are modeled, men had more freedom to venture into the world, but the women who stayed at home to protect the family holdings had their own undisputed sphere of interest, which they zealously protected.  Therefore, the venue assigned these women, "at home," affects their characterizations and their actions.  A few of the texts in this classification are set in locations other than the physical home of the wife, but the existence of the home, the woman's primary alliance with it, and her loyalty to the husband and family it symbolizes inform both her characterization and the dramatic content of the play. 

One quality all Kyôgen wives enjoy by virtue of their married state is a certain degree of power.  The relative power of a married woman, however, was determined by her specific status as a wife.  For example, medieval Japanese wives in their "prime," that is middle-aged women who worked as full partners alongside their husbands, had a special place in the social structure that granted them considerable influence within the family.  They were active in the family business and were regularly consulted on matters affecting the welfare of the family.  These are the wives of Category I A, and they share one additional characteristic that separates them from Newlyweds and Widows: they do not have children.    

Young brides had a somewhat different position in the family, since their personal alignment with the husband and the power associated with that relationship had not yet been consolidated.  Consequently, interpersonal communication between the bride and groom was different from that of an established wife-husband team, and the status and duties of the new wife were likewise different.  This reality is reflected in the female characters featured in the Newlywed plays.

The position of widows was somewhat tenuous in medieval times,  and while women married to men of substance sometimes inherited their husbands' land and money, this was by no means a guaranteed right.  Widows from the poorer classes were in an even more precarious position, and often all they could expect when their spouse died was a lonely, difficult life as they raised their children and fulfilled the social obligations of a widow to honor her husband's name and offer endless prayers for his soul's release. The duties and loyalty demanded of such women provide the framework for the one text in Kyôgen that features a widow.       

The lion's share of texts in Category I, 28, fall under the heading of Wives, necessitating further sub-divisions to illuminate observable varieties within both the female characterizations and the dramatic action of the plays in which they appear.  The resultant seven sub-groupings are labeled as follows: Fierce/Faithful (5 texts), Possessive/Faithful (8 texts), Supportive/Faithful (9 texts), Courageous/Virtuous (2 texts), Foolish/Faithful (1 text), Deceitful/Unfaithful (2 texts), and Unassigned (1 text).  This system, with its identification of a wide variety of significant personality gradations within the wife plays, corrects various misconceptions about Woman Kyôgen, including two major ones: 1) the labeling of Kyôgen wives as stereotypical shrews with no other distinguishing, or softening, characteristics to differentiate them; and 2) the fallacy of theoretical writings on Woman Kyôgen, which frequently refer to the "unfaithful wives" in the genre as if they were a dominant character type when, in fact, only two texts contain women who are not faithful to their husbands.  The truth of Kyôgen wives is shown to lie in quite a different direction from that currently perceived; their common denominators are not shrewishness and deceit, but faithfulness and loyalty.

If the wives, as a group, are notably faithful and loyal to their husbands, they also vary from each other in significant ways that impact on the plays in which they appear, simultaneously shaping the dramatic action as they are created by it.  Consequently, all the texts within a single sub-category of wife plays share certain commonalities beyond those demonstrated by the female characters, necessitating an analysis that encompasses both characterizations and dramatic action.  Looking first at characterization, we find that the women in the first sub-group, Fierce/Faithful Wives, come closest to deserving the unflattering labels commonly applied to Kyôgen female characters.  Wives in the five texts included in this category, Unsuccessful Sickle Suicide (Kamabara), The Stutterer (Domori),  The Fortified Beard (Hige Yagura), Verse or Vest? (Renga Jittoku), and The New Staff (Shujô), are distinguished from their relatively more gentle counterparts by certain quantifiable elements: 1) they speak, percentage-wise, the largest number of harsh words; 2) they chase their husbands on and offstage brandishing wicked looking weapons; 3) they express little affection for, or loyalty to, their husbands at any point and often seem willing to leave them, although they never actually do; and 4) the largest number of harsh words, percentage-wise, are spoken about and to them.  Wives in the less extreme categories may occasionally exhibit one or more of these "fierce" characteristics but not as a dominant, identifying element. 

The apparent ferocity of even these most domineering of the wives is, however, mitigated by certain social realities reflected in the texts, most important of which is the poverty in which the husband and wife obviously live.  The financial problems of the couple are a major contributing factor in every text of this category except The New Staff, included here because in all other respects the wife qualifies as a fierce spouse.  The New Staff aside, the wives in this category invariably complain about the husband's refusal to find honest work and the resultant low quality of their lifestyle.  Some of the husbands are merely lazy, others are gamblers or wanderers, but all have failed miserably at providing a decent living for their family.  

The couples in the Fierce Wife plays consequently reflect the lowest economic strata of medieval life specifically portrayed in the Woman Kyôgen, a situation that at least partially explains the harsh personalities of the women in these plays.  They do not have easy lives, and the abuse offered and received between husband and wife takes on a different coloring with the audience's realization of their financial state.  This is not meant to imply that the characters in this category are poverty stricken; the crucial point here is that the economic burdens caused by the husband's inadequacies become an active element in the evolving dramatic action, serving as catalyst for the plot and effecting both female and male characterizations.

This situation gives the Fierce Wife plays their specific ambiance, an atmosphere permeated with mutual accusations between husbands and wives who shout and rail at each other.  It also creates the humor specific to these texts as spouses engage in physical altercations of a farcical nature and make diametrically opposed statements, accusing each other of the same failings and leaving the audience chuckling at their identical complaints.  In such scenes, there is usually no indication of which character is lying, and the audience consequently has no way of knowing whose accusations are true.  However, this is Kyôgen, and the truth, if indeed it exists, is irrelevant to the serendipity of the moment.  Sympathy for the characters is therefore roughly divided between husband and wife; the husband may be portrayed as a charming rascal, but the wife is an understandably aggravated woman whose occasional over-reactions to husbandly waywardness are humorous for their simultaneous truthfulness and exaggeration.  So, while the texts may show only the fierce side of the wives, certain interpolations can be made regarding the home life provided by the husband that mitigate audience perception of wifely fierceness.


The potential for ferocity among these wives should not, however, be totally obscured by any nascent audience sympathy for them as, inevitably despairing of ever changing their incorrigible husbands, they chase the worthless rogues offstage with fearful weapons.  There are other Wife plays that incorporate an element of financial irresponsibility on the part of the husband, but it is not the primary source of conflict as it in the Fierce Wife texts, nor does it determine the climax, since the financially deprived wives in texts from other categories ultimately forgive their spouses and end the play on a celebratory note rather than with a chase-off.  This contrast creates plays with quite different atmospheres and characters of significantly varying personalities.  Hard times can produce hard women, and the Fierce Wives in Kyôgen are an excellent example of this. 

A point should also be made here about the performance techniques specific to Kyôgen that serve as additional mitigating elements, softening all the female characters and enhancing the humor of their portrayals.  The most important of these is the tradition whereby men play all the female roles.  Sometimes women characters are portrayed wearing various types of humorous masks, but most often it is the bare face of the male actor, peeking out from a white headdress (binan bôshi) that conceals all but the basic facial features, that the audience sees.  The configuration of the headpiece, depending on how an individual actor affects its usage, can render sexual identification of the performer virtually impossible.  

The costume, which is the same in all Wife plays, is a basic woman's kimono, the design of which requires the actor to take small, mincing steps and execute any necessary sitting, standing, husband beating, or dance movements with appropriate daintiness.  The blatant nature of the parody incorporated into this binan boshi/kimono-clad woman with her peculiar physiognomy, deep voice, and caricatured ferocity is central to the humor of the Kyôgen female characters.  It is also a decisive factor in their ultimate perception by the audience.  Because they are so obviously not real women, nor even serious attempts at realistic female impersonation, an inherent sense of farce is created that takes the sting from any ferocity in their nature; they are not real women, ergo they cannot be perceived as truly fierce.  They are men, sometimes quite mature and gruff men, who make the audience laugh largely because they have assumed a woman's apparel but not her feminity in order to portray a female character onstage.  A modern example of this type of humor can be seen in Milton Berle, a comedian whose ventures into female impersonation were made humorous for basically the same reason: if no attempt is made to disguise the real sex of a male performer, the average spectator finds a man in women's clothing funny. 

Another performance tradition specific to Woman Kyôgen that serves to soften the image of the wife is that referred to here as the "under the veil" technique. Veil, however, is a misleading term in this instance, since it is not the small, mystery-evoking covering used to conceal the lower half of a woman's face usually suggested by the word.  It is actually a brocade kimono held in a tent-like shape over the entire upper body of the actor, and in plays which utiliize this action, the wife's face and much of her upper body are concealed by the kimono.  Scenes that could present the wife in an unflattering light, such as the drinking sequence in Inabadô, a Possessive/Faithful wife text, are profoundly influenced by the use of this covering veil.  Instead of clearly observing the tippling wife as she demands more saké and becomes gradually inebriated, the audience sees only an outstretched hand demanding more wine and a trembling, shaking, vibrating veil that speaks eloquently of the woman's thoughts and emotions. 


The weakness of the Inabadô wife for saké does not, however, translate into the "vicious drunkenness" mentioned by some scholars, instead becoming a source of light, warm laughter from the audience. Why is this?  Because of the simple expedient of covering the woman's face and upper body with a veil.  Some of the stage directions regarding movements made by the wife while she is utilizing the brocade covering are here quoted to illustrate this point:



(1) 
The man gives the woman the cup and



     
pours just a little wine into it.  The




woman thrusts the cup toward him




demanding that he fill it up.



(2) 
The woman drinks the wine in a




single gulp.



(3)
The woman jerks the cup out of the




man's reach.



(4)
The woman thrusts the cup in the




man's direction, beckoning for him




to fill it again.



(5)
The woman refuses to give up the




cup.  She beckons for him to fill it




once more.

A similarly farcical movement is used when the man asks the wife to take off her veil and she shakes her head vigorously.  During all of this "under the veil" action, which covers more than fifty percent of the running time of the play and ninety percent of the wife's onstage time, the audience never sees the wife's face, nor do we even see her body move.  We see only the head and hand movements, and yet these are sufficient to create a vivid, humorous vision of a slightly tipsy wife having fun with her husband but, at the same time, never forgetting the most important thing—getting more saké.  She is indeed a "good drinker," but any viciousness or ugliness is negated by the dynamics of the performance tradition.  Therefore, when the veil is finally removed, the audience is as sympathetic to the character of the wife as to that of the husband because she has so endeared herself to us with her pantomime.  And when the first words out of her mouth since going under the veil are, "Hey, you rascal," the spectators laugh delightedly at this expectation fulfilled.  What could be crude farce is thereby transformed into gentle humor, and potentially unsympathetic female characters are rendered comically likeable by this performance technique.

FIERCE/FAITHFUL WIVES

A classically fierce Kyôgen wife, wielding her dreaded weapon and generally wreaking havoc on her irresponsible husband, is found in "Unsuccessful Sickle Suicide" (Kamabara), and her appropriateness to this category is suggested by Komparu's statement that "in the fierce-wife play "Kamabara," the husband threatens to commit suicide by cutting open his abdomen (hara) with a sickle (kama)." (Komparu 101) The Izumi and Okura schools have different endings for this play, resolutions whose contrasting dynamics impact significantly on characterizations. Both versions will therefore be analyzed, beginning with the Izumi. 

As the title suggests, this is a play about a man who tries to commit suicide with a sickle, the same sickle his wife has tied to a pole and is brandishing about as she begins the play with the formulaic opening typical of many plays in this category: "Oh, how angry, how angry I am!" Punctuated by the stylized head-shaking and foot-stamping that always accompany such lines, this is another of the performance techniques that serves to soften the apparent shrewishness of the Kyôgen women by robbing their actions of any realistic depiction of anger. The husband, also following a pattern common to these plays, is obviously the weaker member of the family duo as he stumbles on stage, begging his wife to stop. An arbiter who hears the shouting comes to see what is the matter, and the wife's reply immediately establishes the conflict on which plays of this category are based: the husband's inability, or unwillingness, to support his family. 

Giving credence to the wife's accusations and thereby providing independent corroboration of the rightness of her claims, the arbiter promises to speak severely to Tarô. It appears, however, that the arbiter has two agendas, for while he does scold Tarô for his refusal to work, he seems equally concerned with the poor image of manhood the husband represents vis-a-vis his wife: "Being chased about by your wife so often will make the neighbors talk. Why do you refuse to go to the mountain?" This suggestion that the husband is losing face by being seen as weaker than his wife should be quite effective in a society as concerned with public image as is the Japanese. This Kyôgen hero, however, is immune from any such considerations and counters with accusations of his own, protesting there is more to the situation than his refusal to go to the mountains, including his wife's refusal to give him breakfast. 

The wife responds to this bit of mendacity with, "Hey, you rascal!  Have you already forgotten what you ate this morning?" This initiates one of the typical arguments in Kyôgen wherein the characters state diametrically opposed facts, each accusing the other of the same failings. In this instance, Tarô accuses his wife of sleeping late, getting up long after dawn, and visiting neighbors for a long time to gossip and drink tea. She counters, accusing him of the identical faults before adding the new transgression of always mooching off the neighbors to the list. 

Tarô, unable to counter this new attack, retreats to safer ground: "Even wrapped up in straw matting, a man is still a man!  How can the mouth of a woman spout forth such things as she has just said?  (To Arbiter)  Please take that stick and sickle from her." When the Arbiter asks Tarô if he really means for him to take the stick and sickle and beat the wife with them, Tarô's response is interesting for its social commentary: "Oh, no, oh, no.  As she has many relatives, we cannot do anything so rash as beating her." This is the only such reference I have found in all the Woman Kyôgen texts to family protection, of this sort, extended to a woman after marriage. Many Kyôgen include plot elements based on the medieval custom of a wife returning to her father's home if she is divorced, but intimations of a fearful retaliation for offending a female relative are virtually non-existent. 

Tarô's earlier argument that he enjoys a special position due to his sex is repeated a few lines later when he finally agrees to take the sickle and go to work: "I must say, how vexing. How can I let a woman get by with saying the things she just said to me." Arguments based on this bit of sophistry abound in Kyôgen; whenever a male character feels a woman has bested him in the logic or moral department, he hauls out man's place in society and his own masculinity in a final, invariably vain, attempt to defeat his wife's superior claim to cleverness and righteousness. Therefore, while the audience cannot be totally certain who is telling the truth at such times, the very fact that the husband is the first to quit the field, clutching his pitiful, tattered argument of male superiority, makes the odds favor the wife. 

Certainly there is never any doubt in this play as to who will be the final victor. However, if the wife did no more than rant and wave sickles about, she would not fall into this category of Fierce Wives who are identified by their lack of concern for their husbands as much as by their harsh language. Most mature Kyôgen wives engage in their fair share of spousal intimidation, but it is tempered by their basic fondness and concern for their husbands. This is, at least on the surface, not the case with this wife, as shown when Tarô finally gets down to the business of the plot and threatens to kill himself. The wife receives this news with a nonchalant comment that if Tarô wants to cut his stomach open he should just "do as he pleases." Seeing she is not suitably impressed (or worried), Tarô tells her that he is not going to merely cut open his stomache, he is going to cut it in a cross, the painful style favored by the bravest samurai. The arbiter takes Tarô seriously, asking him to stop talking that way and be patient, but the wife tells the the arbiter to ignore the husband and drags him offstage, leaving Tarô alone to complete his grisly task.

The remainder of the play, in this version, is devoted exclusively to Tarô, who goes through various ridiculous attempts to commit suicide with his sickle until he finally gives up and asks a passing neighbor to inform his wife he has decided not to kill himself and would like some hot water ready for a soak when he returns home. Of course there is never any doubt that Tarô's intended suicide is nothing but a farcical ruse to gain attention and sympathy, so the casualness of the wife's responses cannot actually be construed as the actions of a ruthless, heartless woman. No doubt her many years as Tarô's spouse have educated her as to the basic nature of her spineless, "ne'er-do-well" husband, who rarely does anything he says he is going to; certainly such a man would never be capable of seppuku (ritual self-disembowelment) with a farm tool. 

So, while the text shows us only the fierce side of the wife, certain projections based on the script concerning the home life provided by the husband create sympathy for her. This is true, for example, of the opening scene in which Tarô is presented as a worthless rascal who would rather lounge around town than do any sort of strenuous work. Seen from this perspective, even this notoriously Fierce Wife can be viewed with a certain amount of sympathy.

This is even more true of the Okura version of the play in which the wife, after behaving basically the same as her counterpart in the first scene of the Izumi text, reappears at the end and pleads with the husband to desist in his attempts to kill himself. There is also a noticeable difference in the wife's catalogue of her husband's misdeeds, which go beyond a little casual lazing about the village. She also threatens to kill herself, another action missing from the Izumi version, and there are further differences. For one thing, Tarô's reply to the complaints leveled against him in the Okura text contain a crude cunning not found in the other adaptation. He does not deny that he is away from home often but instead tries to rationalize his absences and improve his image by claiming to have patrons who insist that he stay overnight when he visits them. This patently untrue justification makes even stronger the wife's legitimate grievance against a worthless husband who refuses to work to support his family. Here there is no question of who is telling the truth about Tarô's absences from the home since he explains why he is gone, rather than denying he is gone.

One of the more significant variances in this script, apart from the wife's re-entrance at the end, is the fact that Tarô departs without threatening to commit suicide; it is not until he reaches the mountains and reflects on his situation that the idea of self-disembowelment occurs to him. It comes to him as a possible escape from a wife he professes to be his nemesis, the musings leading to a conclusion which paints a most unfavorable picture of the wife. In this same sequence he echoes the appeal to masculine supremacy voiced by the Izumi husband: "It would be most unfortunate indeed to be born a man who was destined to be killed by a woman." He ultimately concludes that the only escape is suicide, although he has no more luck with it than his counterpart in the earlier script. 

The most significant change in this script, however, is the re-appearance of the wife who has heard about Tarô's attempted suicide and has rushed to stop him. Calling out as she dashes on and sees him trying one of his impossible self-immolation attempts, she pleads with him to stop, delivering a line that effectively cancels all her earlier shrewishness: "Oh, how sad I am. It was me who was in the wrong in all things. I humbly beg you to change your mind and stop." No self-respecting harridan would ever utter such words, at least not sincerely. This seems to be the opinion of the husband who refuses to believe her, saying he knows she will again harry him if he gives up his suicide. The wife, however, has one more strategy; she says if he is determined to kill himself she wants a divorce, claiming she could not go on living if Tarô were to commit disembowelment.

Tarô is at last convinced of her sincerity and agrees to give up on the disembowelment. If he had stopped at this point, Tarô could have had the rare pleasure of besting his wife, but with misguided ingenuousness he admits that he had already abandoned his attempts at suicide since he is too much of a coward. To compound his folly, he asks his wife to take his place and slice her own stomach with the sickle. The response to this is no surprise as the wife grabs the sickle and chases him off with it. 

We therefore have two contrasting images of the wife, both of which display a ferocity of temperament that serves as perfect foil to the wayward foolishness of the lazy husband, although the wife in the second version is considerably more well-rounded and less exclusively fierce. However, even the tamer of the two women is relatively intimidating with her sickle and threats of beating to death, enough so that she warrants inclusion in the same category. Such, then, are the Fierce Wives of Kyôgen, women who never seem to stop lambasting their physically and morally inferior husbands, but who nonetheless can lay some claim to audience sympathy while their unique characterizations contribute significantly to the zany humor of these light dramas.

A comment should be made here about the strong work ethic that has long informed Japanese culture and which is reflected in the humor of the Fierce Wife plays. Just as women are traditionally expected to be soft and subservient, so are men expected to work daily and diligently to provide for their families. In Kyôgen, the partners in a marriage are most often the antithesis of both images, a situation which denies either character exclusive identification with the audience, since both husband and wife fall outside of main stream values; she does not lower her eyes and graciously execute her husband's every whim, and he refuses to go out into the world and make money. This is also what makes both characters humorous and appealing; every woman in the audience who has ever felt the burden of her socially subordinate position cheers, in some small part of her heart, the impossibly fierce actions of the Kyôgen woman, and every man who works hard each day at a job he does not like finds similar satisfaction in a Tarô, an "Everyman," who so casually slips the bonds of responsibility and follows his pleasures, despite the occasional inconvenience of a scolding wife. Viewed from this perspective, fierce wives and weak husbands, like the ones in "Unsuccessful Sickle Suicide," can be seen as comic inversions of socially mandated reality rather than serious portrayals of viragos or wastrels.

POSSESSIVE/FAITHFUL
There are eight texts in the second sub-category of wife plays defined as Possessive/Faithful: Caught in a Sack (Hikkukuri), The Drunken Wife (Inabadô), Visiting Hanago (Hanago), Kanaoka, the Love-Crazed Painter (Kanaoka), An International Marriage Problem (Chasanbai), Sight Gained and Lost (Kawakami),  Dontarô's Women (Dontarô), and The House Sprite (Ie Dôji).  This last text is not in the current repertory of either school but has been included, since it presents a darker image of Kyôgen women than those generally seen today and offers an interesting perspective on the evolving nature of the female characterizations within the genre.  The characters in these texts differ from their fierce sisters in the following ways: 1) they brandish no weapons; 2) they speak relatively fewer harsh words; 3) they are extremely possessive of and loyal to their husbands; and 4) fewer harsh words are spoken to them, although most have imprecations spoken about them.  These wives do occasionally let the audience know how angry they are, and all but one ultimately jettison wifely concern to chase the husband offstage, but they neither reinforce their raucous entrances or exits with weapons nor constantly harangue their spouses.  The extra-repertorial text, The House Sprite, does not strictly adhere to these guidelines, but that is one reason for its inclusion, to reveal how characters and texts of basically the same type have evolved over the centuries.

The strongest element tying these wives together is the possessive, even obsessive, love they have for their husbands.  In sharp contrast with the Fierce Wife plays, these texts do not revolve around either the wife's anger at the man's laziness or his attempts to placate or launch a counter-attack on an intimidating wife who tries to get him to go to work.  Instead, altercations between husband and wife center around his infidelities, real or imagined, or his desire for a divorce, conditions which the wife is determined to rectify or avoid at any cost.  

Economic considerations therefore do not impact in any meaningful way on the characters in these plays; here it is not money but love that dominates and galvanizes the dramatic action.  The possessive love of the wives is expressed in a wide variety of ways, but one unifying concept is true for the entire category: these women will stop at nothing to save their marriages and keep their men, regardless of what they have to do or who is hurt in the process.  The onstage action initiated by this irrepressibly possessive love, while usually humorous in execution and denouement, can lead to touching if absurd moments, as in Kanaoka, the Love-Crazed Painter, and unanticipated tragedy, as in Sight Gained and Lost.  This same domineering character trait also contributes significantly to the creation of one of the most interesting and complex categories of Kyôgen women: the Possessive Wives are collectively, and contradictorily, strong, nurturing, domineering, clever, foolish, compulsive, ruthless, and sympathetic. 

The possessive love of these women also invests the texts with a comic texture quite different from that found in the Fierce Wife plays.  Here the physical Punch and Judy style bickering typical of comic scenes between characters from the lower classes is replaced by a different, if no less stereotypical and potentially humorous, conflict: a middle-class husband becomes dissatisfied with his marriage, and his jealous wife attempts to keep him at home.  In half of the Possessive Wife plays, the husband actively seeks a divorce, and in the other half he is infatuated with another woman but makes no mention of divorce.  However, the husband's desire for an official divorce, or freedom to pursue his extra-marital affair, is tangential to the character of the wife; the husband's dissatisfaction with his marriage impacts on the story but not on the personality of his spouse.  As in the earlier texts, the important issue is how the wife responds to the husband's desire for freedom.  Possessive Wives neither agree to nor suggest divorce but instead successfully thwart spousal attempts to circumvent marital responsibilities, creating their unique characterizations in the process. 

The value these wives attach to their spouses and their marriages influences audience perception of both characters.  The wife is seen as not only strong but also loving and nurturing, albeit in a rather intimidating manner.  Moreover, she is an indefatigable defender of the sanctity of home and marriage, social institutions highly valued in medieval Japan.  Therefore, when she rages against her husband's attempted defection, the audience finds her amusing and also sympathizes with her various husband-keeping machinations.  The husband likewise claims audience sympathy by virtue of the wife's obsessive love, for while her possessiveness can be problematic for him, it also affects spectator perception of him in a positive manner: if that formidable woman values this simple, bumbling man, he must have some redeeming qualities.      


Caught in a Sack, the Woman Kyôgen that has perhaps been translated into English more often than any other, has been chosen as the flagship text to illustrate the Possessive Wives.  In addition to the Izumi version found in The Kyôgen Book, Kenny has also translated Matasaburô version, and the Ôkura text. Because there are significant differences between the character of the wife in the Izumi- and Ôkura-school texts, both will be analyzed, with the Izumi appearing first.

This text has also been subjected to several in-depth analyses by Kyôgen scholars, including Michiko Fujioka who discusses its use of the popular Kyôgen term wawashii to denote a woman who talks back.  "Although in general parlance there has been a subtle shift in meaning from 'a woman who talks back' to 'a talkative female,' when the husband in Caught in a Sack says that his wife is very wawashii and therefore he wants to divorce her, it is the original definition that is implied as a key word to describe one of the dominant characteristics of female Kyôgen characters."  (Fujioka Sept. 1991: 81)
  

The man in Caught in a Sack  begins the play by telling us that he wishes to divorce his wife of six years because she is a most incessant scold and "no ordinary woman." Calling the wife a scold is not particularly harsh in Kyôgen terms, but looking between the lines at "she is no ordinary woman," suggests a woman this husband is not eager to tangle with.  He has therefore devised a scheme: rather than asking directly for a divorce, he is going to try and get his wife to take a vacation and divorce her while she is away. 

The ensuing scene with the wife throws a much different light on her than we have expected, showing her to be loving and caring in the extreme.  When the man says he is worried about how hard she has to work since he fell on bad times and can afford no servants, her reply is quite different from that of a Fierce Wife, expressing concern for his predicament and awareness of her rightful role as his wife. 

The husband, also in contrast to the typical man in the Fierce Wife texts, praises his wife's "noble thoughts," but he still insists she take a little time off and go visit her parents.  The wife reiterates her loyalty.  With this, the husband resorts to ordering her to take a "brief holiday," which she again refuses to do, saying he knows what happens to the house if she is gone for even a short while.  Besides, she adds, catching up after she got back would be an even greater hardship on her.

In the face of such loyalty and housewifely integrity, the man blurts out that even a ten-year holiday is quite all right. The wife finally begins to understand his real intent and accuses him of trying to get her out of the house so he can give her a divorce. She then lists all the things she has done to make him a good home, ending with one of the big laugh lines of the play and a demand: "You are as much a man as a chopstick with eyes and a nose stuck on it.  So speak out like a man and give me a divorce!  (Stamping her foot.)"

Seeing the opening he has been waiting for, the husband replies, all innocence in his face, that he has said nothing about divorce.  But, if that is what she wants, he is sure he cannot convince her to change her mind and so delivers the customary medieval divorce decree that was the right of every man: "Our relationship is severed as of this moment.  Once and for all I divorce you!  Leave me and be gone!"  The wife says that she has had enough, and if he will just give her a token of her divorce, another medieval custom, she will be on her way.  

At this point it looks as if the wife actually wants a divorce, and the husband, relieved to be getting out of a potentially dangerous situation so easily, agrees she can have anything she wants.  The wife then brings out a small sack with a draw string, saying she will put the thing she fancies in the bag and take it with her.  This causes the husband to laugh as he says that though she is known to be a wrong-minded scold, she has the same  "silly streak" common to all women, and she can therefore take anything she wants. But he is not prepared for what she wants to put in the sack: his head.  The wife sneaks up behind him, throws the bag over his head, and drags him offstage, answering, "Let you go I'll not," to his every, "Let me go!"  The ending is funny, with the man's head stuck in a bag and the wife leading him gleefully off, but it also demonstrates her cleverness and her loyalty.  She is an archetypal possessive Kyôgen wife, determined to keep her husband and preserve the family; nothing is going to take her man from her, certainly not his momentary whim or some silly divorce custom.  

I have played the role of this wife several times in both Japan and America, and the audiences in both countries respond the same to the characters: they like them, sympathize with them, and laugh with them.  And while the wife is certainly perceived as a woman no one would wish to cross, neither is she seen as a dislikable harridan.  She is a comically exaggerated example of the bossy wife familiar to us all, one who loves her husband but never hesitates to do whatever is necessary to keep him in line. 

The Ôkura text, titled The Longevity Sack (Enmei-Bukuro), creates an image of the wife that is even more sympathetic than the Izumi version because of a difference in the structure of the plot.  While in Caught in a Sack the wife is still at home when the husband decides to divorce her, in the Ôkura script she has already gone to her parents' village for a visit.  It is therefore necessary for the master to send her a letter of divorce, the other easy method men had of dissolving marriage in those days.  Tarô Kaja is given the job of delivering the letter, and he is not pleased with the assignment. In the usual fashion, with threats, the master convinces Tarô to go, and it is the subsequent letter-delivering scene that presents the Ôkura wife in a surprisingly soft light.

When Tarô arrives at the wife's country place, she is quite gracious to him, telling him not to stand at the door but come all the way inside.  Of course he is hanging back for fear of what she may do when she reads the letter, but the wife is nonetheless seen as rather gentle here.  She also asks about her husband, professing that she has been worried about him but has been unable to return home because of matters she must attend to in the village.  When Tarô tells her he has a letter from the master, she becomes happily excited. And she tells Tarô to wait for her answer as she opens the letter, repeating once more how happy she is. Thus the spectators watch expectantly as this loving wife opens a missive that will inform her of her divorce, feeling a little sorry for her, since they already know the contents, but also anticipating the humorous change that is sure to follow.  


The running time of this scene is approximately twenty-five percent of the entire play, making it important to both dramatic structure and character development.  During this time, the initial image of the wife as an "incessant nag" recedes from focus, overlaid now with the newly evolving picture of a loyal wife who loves her husband, is made joyous by a simple letter from him, and is eager to return to him.  Thus does her characterization become more complex as it simultaneously begins to claim audience empathy.  

Nor does the plot return immediately to a formulaic development with the wife becoming angry, rushing to the husband, berating him, and chasing him off.  All this comes, but not without some nuances of structuring that further influence the character of the wife.  After reading the letter, during which she begins to tremble and take on her more frightening visage, she calls out to Tarô Kaja to stop trying to run away and come answer her questions. Tarô then tells all, stressing his own blameless role in the husband's plot. Unlike Possessive Wives such as the one in Visiting Hanago who, mirroring the husband, threaten Tarô if he fails to obey, the woman here says, "You say that husband of mine threatened to cut you down if you did not deliver this letter to me?  In that case the fault is not your own."  This wife is not only remarkably gentle, she is also understanding and fair in her treatment of Tarô.

The biggest surprise is yet to come; after forgiving Tarô for his part in the divorce plot and saying that her blood is boiling with anger because her husband has abandoned her, she begins to weep.  This is most unusual among Kyôgen wives, unless of course it is done as a way of fooling someone.  This time it is not, however, meant as a ruse; the wife sincerely weeps, albeit in a stylized, comic fashion, because her husband has "abandoned" her.  Not being one to cry for long, she is soon back in typical form and rushes home to effect the same resolution as in Caught in a Sack, but not before establishing herself as one of the more multi-faceted and sympathetic of the Possessive Wives.  

While similar to the wives in the above two versions, the female character in Nomura Matasaburô's  adaptation of this text differs sufficiently to warrent mention. Most importantly, she is significantly more harsh in manner and actions than her counterparts, never showing any of their loving support of the husband and instead complaining that he is very "troublesome." Nor does she provide the same kind of humor, since her lines are considerably more abrupt and devoid of any of the more flowery language typical of the other two wives. The variation in performance atmosphere created by this less sympathetic woman is underscored by the fact that the husband is specifically identified as a native from another land who, despite living in his wife's village for 10 years, has never accomplished anything there or been accepted into the community. Very few foreigners are depicted in Kyôgen, and the appearance of one here, coupled with the wife's rough treatment of him both physically and emotionally, creates a mood that is somewhat unusual in this category of Possessive Wives.

In addition, the resolution is less subtle and more physically violent as the husband throws the wife to the ground before she succeeds in capturing him in the sack. The sack itself is quite different in this text, being so huge that the husband jokingly asks his wife if she intends to take the washtub or the kitchen cabinet with her as a token of her divorce. Therefore, when she finally catches him, the exit is not effected by the simple expedient of throwing the bag over the man's head and leading him offstage, but rather, the wife stuffs the whole man into her sack and slings him onto her back as she literally carries him off.   

When I saw this adaptation performed in Nagoya by Matasuburo's family, I was struck by the unique mood it created, one spiced with typical Kyôgen humor but also one appreciably less gentle and child-like than the standard versions used by the Izumi and Okura schools. Post-performance analysis of the text suggests that the less sympathetic personality of the wife, coupled with the husband's "foreignness" and ostracism by the community, were the primary factors contributing to the harsher ambiance.  

Although Caught in a Sack is representative of all the Possessive Wife texts and their female characters, An International Marriage Problem and Sight Gained and Lost  contain special elements that should be briefly mentioned.  The former contains a celebratory dance sequence in which both husband and wife participate, creating an ambiance of auspiciousness unique in this category.  In all other respects, however, the female characterization and plot of An International Marriage Problem are consistent with others in the group. Sight Gained and Lost, one of the most unusual plays in the entire Kyôgen repertory, features the only husband of a possessive wife who does not want a divorce because he finds his wife a scold or because he has a mistress.  This man, who is blind, only decides to divorce his wife when a god informs him he must do so if he wants to regain his sight.  The wife's possessiveness in this instance has tragic results as the husband does indeed become blind again when he consents to her demand that they stay together despite the warning of the god.  Therefore, in certain respects, the wife in Sight Gained and Lost  is the most stridently possessive of all the women in this category. 

SUPPORTIVE/FAITHFUL

The third sub-division of wives, those who are Supportive/Faithful, contains nine texts: The Drum Bearer (Taiko Oi ), The God of Now (Ima Jinmei), Heiroku, The Lacquerer (Nushi Heiroku), Cautious Bravery (Chigiriki), The Winnow Basket Hat (Mikazuki), The Son-in-Law in the Boat (Funa Watashi Muko), The Horseback Archery Ceremony Defiled (Chigo Yabusame), Six Shaved Heads (Rokuninsô), and Almost a Priest (Roren). Women in this category differ from the foregoing characters in six important respects: 1) they say even fewer harsh words to their husbands; 2) their primary focus is on helping the husband, either improving his business or protecting his reputation in the community; 3) they occasionally show a degree of submission to the husband; 4) they do not chase the husband offstage at the end of the play; 5) the husbands says few, if any, negative things about them; and 6) the husbands obviously value and care for them and want to preserve the marriage.  

Like most Kyôgen wives, the women in this category are usually more clever and have stronger characters than do their spouses.  They are realistic, pragmatic women who love their husbands but have no illusions about them, recognizing and accepting their foibles and weaknesses.  The cleverness of these wives is often, however, only relative in nature, as is true of the female characters in other categories as well.  They may be smarter than their husbands, but their logic is sometimes constructed on an absurd premise that serves to create and drive the humor of the text.  

It should be made clear that reasoning from a ridiculous premise is not limited to wives from this category but can be found in both female and male characters from virtually all the classifications.  What makes this characteristic particularly relevant to a discussion of the Supportive Wives is the fact that while the supposedly realistic, pragmatic nature of these women serves as a common denominator for their characterizations, in reality they are sometimes as foolish as their spouses.  In Heiroku, the Lacquerer  for example, the wife advises her husband to dress up like a ghost to deceive another character.  When he protests that he has never been a ghost before and therefore does not know how to act like one, she overcomes his reluctance by presenting a classically syllogistic argument: no one has ever been a ghost before, and therefore no one knows what a ghost looks like, so, if he will just do the best he can to look like one, the ruse will succeed. 

This bit of farcical logic from the wife acts as the catalyst for the play's resolution, in which all three characters chant parodic Buddhist chants for the repose of the undead husband's soul.  The wife's specious reasoning, based as it is on absurdly flawed syllogistic propositions, is a brand of logic employed by many Kyôgen characters, including wives determined to get their way.  Therefore, while the current perception of Kyôgen wives as more clever than their spouses is correct, there is sometimes a silliness to their logic that renders their characterizations charming rather than intellectually intimidating or manipulative.

Specious reasoning is not, however, the primary quality that distinguishes the Supportive Wives; rather, they are unique for the single-minded dedication with which they defend their husbands.  With a degree of determination similar to that of Fierce Wives motivated by anger at their husbands, or Possessive Wives driven by love of their husbands, the Supportive Wives strive to protect either their spouse's financial standing or his reputation in the community.  Of the nine texts in this group, six are based on the wife's efforts to protect her husband's honor: The Drum Bearer, The Son-in-Law in the Boat, The Horseback Archery Ceremony Defiled, Six Shaved Heads, and Almost a Priest; two center around family finances, Heiroku, The Lacquerer, and The Winnow Basket Hat; and one features a wife whose actions defend both family reputation and income, The God of Now.  These dedicated women recognize no limitations or rules of fair play when protecting their mates.  They lie for them, transgress against established religious customs, propose to murder or wreak physical harm on their adversaries, threaten to kill themselves, and even suggest divorce if that will save the family honor or fortune.  

Their husbands, on the other hand, are generally weaklings and fools who would never survive without their stalwart, devoted wives.  These men also obviously care for their spouses, quickly rejecting any suggestion of divorce and pleading with their wives to stay.  As a result of the mutual affection and/or dependence between spouses, these are not plays of wife versus husband but of wife and husband versus the vicissitudes of the world.  Both partners value and care for each other, creating a dramatic atmosphere that differs significantly from that found in previous categories.  In the majority of the supportive wife texts, The Drum Bearer, Cautious Bravery, The Son-in-Law in the Boat, Six Shaved Heads  and The Winnow Basket Hat, the affection between husband and wife and their mutual efforts to defend against threats from the outside world lead to scenes that are either celebratory or romantic in nature, the latter a rarity in Kyôgen.  The God of Now, The Horseback Archery Ceremony Defiled, and Almost a Priest  are not as gentle in general tone and resolution, but the wives in all three are nonetheless completely devoted to their husbands and fight bravely on their behalf when forces outside the family threaten its security.  

The Drum Bearer, with a wife who valiantly defends her husband's reputation and community standing, is typical of the category.  The man in this text is happy because it is festival time and he has once again been given the role of guard in the parade.  When he calls his wife to share in his joy and prepare a private celebration for him at home, she asks what role he will be playing this year.  He tells her that he will play the same role of guard that he always does, which does not please his spouse.  She points out that even newcomers to the neighborhood are given better roles to play than he is, revealing her awareness of both his virtues and his failings, as well as her concern for his reputation.

In the face of her loyalty and logic, the man can only agree.  But, he adds, he has already asked the village chief for a better role and been told that it would be too complex for him: "And I felt that I could not say anything back to him after that."  The wife is not satisfied with this answer and orders the husband to go back and tell the chief that he absolutely refuses to play the role of guard again. The foolishness of the husband and the superior brains of the wife are apparent throughout this scene as he repeatedly reveals his inability to comprehend even the most blatant of insults, which she understands quite well. She knows when someone is putting one over on her husband, and she does not like it one bit. Finally, she tells him that if he does not demand a better role, she will not let him into the house. This causes the husband to pluck up a bit of courage: "What impetuous things you say.  They say that raucous women devour their husbands.  And that saying fits you to a tee."  Apparently alarmed at his own temerity, he ends with another plea that she be patient with things as they are and let him back into the house.  This time he has gone too far, and the wife lets loose with, "Oh, how angry, how angry I am!  You are still talking sheer nonsense.  Be on your way quickly."  

While the wife removes herself from the scene by taking a sitting position upstage left, the husband laments that she has lost her wits once more, but his next lines reveal that the wife's harsh words are a rarity in this Kyôgen home.  Moreover, he agrees she is right and resigns himself to visiting the village chief again, affirming the wife's superior cleverness and position of power in the family.  At his exit, the wife stands and delivers a speech that further illuminates the supportive, but pragmatic, nature of her character and her relationship with her husband.  She then puts  on a lacquered straw hat and hides herself to watch the parade.

After a scene with some villagers and an instrumental prelude, the husband enters, bearing a huge drum on his back and singing. When a musician begins beating on the drum the husband is only allowed to carry, never play, he is shocked and sneaks along looking cowardly, but then he sees his wife and begins to sing and strut proudly under his heavy burden as the parade continues.  The fact that the husband's new role in the festival is no more prestigious than his previous one seems to escape both him and the wife: both are quite proud of the drum-toting assignment.  This kind of naiveté is expected from the husband, but the wife's failure to see the reality of the situation marks a significant departure from her earlier image as a practical, sensible woman and lends her an endearing charm, as well as demonstrating that Kyôgen wives are often as simple-minded as their husbands.  Following this is a celebratory sequence of singing and dancing by a large cast of villagers, during which the now proud wife moves to the husband on the bridgeway, and a loving, gentle scene takes place. This is very close to a love scene, with both partners expressing their affection and desire to be together, ending when the wife coyly promises to return home and prepare wine for him. Therefore, when the husband returns to the festival to beat his drum for the kagura that is beginning, a charming image of the supportive and faithful wife at home preparing a celebration for her husband remains in the mind of the spectator.  The ambiance of this resolution is typical of the Supportive Wife category and reflects a major departure from texts in earlier groups, which invariably end with the wife angrily chasing her terrified husband offstage.

The Horseback Archery Ceremony Defiled is unique among the Supportive Wife plays in that it is the only one in which the couple has a child.  In fact, no children actually appear as characters in any Wife texts, except as a small bundle in the mother's arms in The Demon's Stepchild, and reference to the existence of children is made in only three Wife texts: the two just indicated and The Baby's Mother.  In each case the child is either the amorphous bundle mentioned above, offstage, or hidden, and is only spoken about, never appearing as an actual character but serving only as a device to facilitate the development of the plot.  The wife in The Son-in-Law in the Boat  is also obviously a mother since her new son-in-law has come to pay his first official visit, but her motherhood is irrelevant to either the storyline or her characterization.  Outside of these limited examples, the role of women as mothers is virtually absent from Kyôgen; their function within the Kyôgen family is strictly that of a wife.  The only exception is the woman in The Snow Fight  whose son, fathered by a priest, appears as a full-fledged character onstage.     
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