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Courageous/Virtuous

The fourth category, Courageous/Virtuous Wives, is unique for several reasons, one of the dramaturgically most significant being the absence of the husband.  These are the only kyôgen Wife plays, other than the single Widow play, that do not feature a husband in the male role.  While both plays in this category, A Demon in Love (Setsubun) and Skinny Pine (Yase Matsu), are two-people plays featuring a wife and a male character, the male is not the woman's spouse but rather a demon in the former text and a mountain bandit in the latter.  The marital status of the woman is explicity stated in each, however, indicating that her social position as a wife is important to both her characterization and the story.  Whereas texts in the first four categories revolve around the financial, social, or emotional dynamics encoded in the institution of marriage as revealed in the interpersonal relationship between espoused characters, this fourth classification portrays and celebrates the personal integrity, loyalty, and physical bravery of kyôgen wives.  

The last quality is of particular importance since these wives are most notable for the way in which they attack and defeat male characters who pose a significant physical threat to either their virtue or their family finances.  Here the wives are not merely matched against quaking husbands or servants but are forced to confront male characters who are fearful demons and criminals.  Of course the fearfulness of the males consists mainly of silly posturings, but in the world of kyôgen they represent both symbolic and literal threats to the sanctity of marriage and attendant female virtue. The attacks of these villains and their ultimate defeats, while farcical in presentation, nonetheless serve to reaffirm the social order while demonstrating the bravery and integrity of the women who are its strongest defenders.  

Wifely integrity is here mentioned because in both Courageous Wife texts the possibility of adultery, or rape, is present as either a central issue or as subtext.  Although medieval folk tales suggest that adultery on the part of either spouse was often viewed with conflicting perspectives in medieval Japan, a faithful wife was the ideal, and idealized, role model for women of the period.  Wives in the Courageous/Virtuous Woman Kyôgen texts are sterling examples of a perfect Japanese wife who is indefatigable in defense of her own and her husband's honor.  Moreover, as both plays demonstrate, the presence of a husband is not necessary to the successful defense of anyone's honor.  In fact, nowhere in kyôgen is there portrayed a man who fights to save his wife's honor from wickedness; the only such threats are met by women, invariably triumphing over bumbling villains who are, in the final analysis, as ineffectual as their husbandly counterparts.     

Another element that distinguishes this category from others in the classification is the existence of considerable sexual innuendo, sometimes subtle but more often blatant in nature.  Sexually explicit passages appear in a few texts from other Woman Kyôgen categories, but not in the Wife plays.  Demon in Love  is a particularly notable exception in that a large portion of the text is presented in the form of ribald songs delivered by the demon to the young wife.  Moreover, the use of sexual innuendo as an element of plot development and characterization implies a physical attractiveness in the wives not found in the other Wife plays.  These wives are not formidable discipliners of wayward husbands but young, physically attractive women who are appropriate objects of sexual desire.  

It would thus appear that sexuality as an element of humor in the Wife plays is permissible only when the husband is not present and the wife vigorously resists all improper advances.  In other words, the pursuit of extra-marital sex by demons or robbers who stumble upon unattended, virtuous wives is suitable fare for Kyôgen farce but not the sexuality that exists between spouses.  Additionally, even though there are Woman Kyogen plays featuring unmarried women that utilize sex as a source of comedy, these are relatively rare and constitute a departure from the suprisingly chaste atmosphere of the majority of kyôgen texts.  The abundance of sexual humor in the Courageous/Virtuous plays therefore creates an atmosphere that is relatively rare in the Kyôgen repertory.  Attendant on the sexual innuendo, at least in Demon in Love, is the additional suggestion of romantic attraction, an element of human communication that is also unusual in kyôgen, especially in the Wife plays.   

The Courageous Wives can be further distinguished from those in earlier categories by referring to the elements of characterization previously established: 1) they are totally loyal wives who say no harsh words about their absent husbands; 2) their primary focus is on defending their personal honor, and, by extension, the honor of husband and family; 3) no harsh words are said about or to them, except by male characters whose own veracity is compromised by their status as demons or bandits; and 4) the only male characters they attack or chase offstage are those who threaten their personal honor, or that of husband and family.  The sole element used in earlier categories that cannot be evaluated here is the husband's attitude toward the wife, since that is never mentioned by any character in the plays, and the husband never appears to express his own opinion. 


The wives in both plays of this category are indisputably courageous and virtuous, but both the female characterization and the plot content of A Demon in Love are more subtle and complex than in Skinny Pine.  First of all, there is the cultural aspect of the story that revolves around the ancient February festival during which demons are exorcised from Japanese households as part of the ritualized reawakening associated with spring.  This purification of the home is accomplished by throwing beans while demanding all demons to vacate the premises and requesting good fortune to enter.  A Demon in Love takes place on the eve of this holiday when a hideous demon from the island of Horai, legendary dwelling place of gods and other superhuman beings, falls in love with a housewife.  The demon's comic wooing of the wife is delivered primarily through song, a technique that impacts on the nature of the piece, lending it an aura of auspiciousness.

The first character to enter is the wife, who states that her husband has gone to the Grand Shrine of Izumo to make his spring offering and she is therefore carrying out the home ceremonies of the Setsubun celebration alone.  Thus the audience is made aware from the outset that this is a married woman who is alone because her husband is off doing holy things.  The wife then sits, effectively removing herself from the onstage action as the demon enters singing a song of Setsubun to provide further exposition.

At the close of the song, he happens upon the woman's house and, seeing her through the gate, decides to announce himself.  She cannot see him at first, however, because he has forgotten to take off the magic raincoat and straw hat that make him invisible.  Removing both, he knocks again, and this time the wife sees him, crying out, "Oh, how awful!  Get out!  Get out of here!"  The demon, somewhat slow of wit, does not realize that she is referring to him and runs away in fright until he realizes that there is nothing terrifying lurking about.  Returning to the wife he asks why she is afraid, and she replies, "What could be more frightening than a demon?  Get out!  Get out of here!"  At this the demon, in his boundless naivete, is quite relieved because he does not see himself as awful or frightening in any way.  With this exchange the personalities of the demon and the woman begin to emerge; he is a charmingly stupid coward, and she is a sensible woman who is prepared to defend her home, even from terrible demons.  

Seeing that the woman persists in her desire to be rid of him, the demon asks that she at least give him something to eat before he goes.  When she hands him  tasteless, uncooked brown wheat, he throws it on the ground and stamps on it, causing the spirited wife to call him hateful and tell him again to get out.  The ensuing dialogue, during which she shouts at him to leave the premises, marks the beginning of the demon's infatuation with the spunky wife. The love song that this rebuke inspires from the demon further enhances the image of the wife as a beautiful, attractive woman. The appearance of a romantic ballad at this juncture can be seen as an example of the special kyôgen convention whereby songs are used to prevent any suggestion of vulgarity in the onstage love scene. And certainly the song that follows does serve to invest the absurd passion of the demon with a certain softness and respectability.

At the end of this ballad, which has a lovely melody, the demon holds up a sleeve as he moves closer to the woman and asks her if she will sew up the awful rip in his shirt.  The demon's action and dialogue here constitute the first subtle intimations of sexual innuendo that become increasingly blatant until they dominate this portion of the text.  To each unsavory advance, the wife virtuously and bravely reponds with varying admonishments that the demon desist and be gone.  Nothing serves to diminish the demon's desire, however, and he grows more and more agitated as he continues his wooing with songs and imprecations that include one of the crudest and most physically overt sexual jokes in kyôgen: "Oh, I say, this is hard to say, (Moving close to the woman, holding his stick with one end in his crotch and the other poking at her face) but won't you just lick the end of my stick a bit?" Appropriately appalled at this suggestion, the wife retorts with, "How could I do such a thing?!  Get out!  Get out of here!"  Rather than retreating from her attack, the demon begins a bawdy song that marks the high point of sexual explicitness in the text. During this song the demon sneaks up to embrace the woman from behind, but she breaks loose and chases him around the stage, demanding that he leave.  Seeing that she remains adamant in her rejection of him, the demon switches to a pitiful ballad of unrequited love, at the end of which he bursts into tears and cries, complaining about her hardheartedness. The wife is initially surprised by this comically violent outpouring of emotion but quickly realizes the possibilities in the situation and decides to trick him out of his treasures. 

She therefore turns to the demon and sings a sweet love song to him, saying that to prove the strength of his devotion he should bequeath to her all his rare treasures. The gullible demon is overjoyed at this apparent change of heart and sings his agreement, giving her his magic straw raincoat and hat and his gold-striking hammer.  With the treasures securely in her grasp, the woman declares in an aside that she now has nothing at all to fear from the demon.  The demon, still reveling in the bliss known only to the innocent and the stupid, smiles as he lies down and declares himself master of the house and demands that she rub his back.

The clever wife, confident of her power over the demon now that she has tricked him into giving her his three treasures, answers this request with another musical ditty, the traditional song of Setsubun, during which she tosses beans about the house and demands that the demon quit the premises. Finally realizing his error, the hapless demon staggers offstage, voicing terrible groans as the wife continues to throw beans at him and chant, "Out with demons, out with demons!"

The inarticulate but obvious agony of the demon, and the corresponding glee of the wife as she wreaks revenge and celebrates her victory, create a different ambiance from similar chase-offs in other Wife plays.  This is due in part to the fact that the emotions and physical aspects of the woman are different; here the audience sees not an angry, intimidating housewife punishing a contrary husband for domestic failings but a joyfully victorious and clever warrior who has triumphed over the forces of darkness to insure the arrival of the new year.  A climax founded on the literal and the domestic has been replaced by one born out of the spiritual or mythological.  The final mood is consequently one that transcends social issues, a celebration and reaffirmation of life as opposed to the more common and individual human comedy typical of the denouement in other Wife plays.  The wife in A Demon in Love is consequently as much a symbolic as a contemporary figure; she is an archetypal character, albeit a comic and simple one, who provides defense from the evil demons that threaten existence.  For this reason, audience reaction to her includes elements of gratitude and pleasure missing from other Woman Kyôgen.

The wife in Skinny Pine, while boasting no such symbolic status, is also remarkable for her physical courage and cleverness in out-witting an eager but naive bandit in defense of virtue and fortune.  When the man attempts to rob her, even threatening to "give her a ride on his halberd," she tricks him and uses his own long spear to recover her personal valuables and take the thief's sword and clothing as well. An older text no longer found in the current repertory of either school but with a very similar storyline and characters is Takematsu. The play's name is also that of the female character who overpowers a robber when he tries to steal the noh play equipment she borrowed from a friend, including a long sword. It is the physical prowess and bravery of these women, coupled with a plot structure that utilizes male characters other than their husbands as opponents, that make these plays unique in the Wife category. 

Foolish/Faithful

There is only one text in the category of Foolish/Faithful Wives, The Mirror (Kagami Otoko), and the observable characteristics of the category are somewhat similar to those of the Possessive/Faithful wives: 1) the wife chases the husband offstage but brandishes no weapon; 2) she speaks no harsh words to or about her husband, except those motivated by her own foolishness; 3) she is very fond of her husband, as well as jealous of him; and 4) no harsh words are spoken about or to her, except those motivated by her own foolishness. Despite certain similarities with the earlier categories, however, the Foolish/Faithful text warrants a separate classification, since the female character stands in sharp contrast to typical wives by virtue of her irredeemable foolishness.  She is completely lacking in either the cleverness or common sense that is commonly associated with female characters in the Homemakers classification.   

Like the Possessive Wives she most closely resembles, the woman in The Mirror  loves her husband and shows evidence of jealousy.  In contrast to the earlier wives, however, her love cannot be considered obsessive in terms of her actions, and her jealousy is expressed in a foolish manner that renders her amusing, even charming, but divests her of the cleverness we have come to expect from these women.  Moreover, while she also shouts at her spouse and chases him offstage in imitation of the Fierce and Possessive Wives, there is a substantially different quality to the text and its the closing sequence.  The resolutions of earlier texts have a certain air of inevitability about them as a bumbling, intimidated husband is evicted from the stage by a wife who is obviously superior to him both intellectually and morally, and audience response is formulated by the expectation of this denouement. The central factors motivating the crisis and climax of the Foolish Wife play, however, deviate from the usual structure of kyôgen plays centered around married couples to provide an element of surprise not found in the other texts.      

This is due in part to the fact that the husband in The Mirror is completely blameless; he is not a lazy wastrel, he is not unkind to his wife, nor has he been dallying with another woman or expressed a desire to be free of his wife.  To the contrary, he is a successful businessman who is obviously fond of his wife and completely faithful to her.  Another reversal is reflected in the fact that here it is the woman, not the man, who is stupid, a significant variation from the traditional images of the clever kyôgen wife and the silly husband thus far revealed.  In fact, this woman has the distinction of being virtually the only kyôgen wife who is demonstrably and consistently less smart than her husband.  This rare depiction of a kyôgen wife as the foolish partner in a marriage contributes to the unique ambiance of The Mirror and the atypical personality of its female character.     


At the play's opening, the man is on his way home from a long stay in the capital on business matters when he remembers a promise to bring his wife a useful souvenir.  A peddler he meets suggests that he buy her a mirror. Never having seen such a miraculous object, the husband does not at first understand what it is, but he soon comprehends how it works and agrees to pay a large sum for it.  He then sets out happily for home, remarking that it is indeed a great treasure for a woman as even the ugliest woman can make herself beautiful by using it.  This does not imply, however, that he thinks his own wife is ugly; he never says anything that would indicate he has other than loving, respectful feelings for her.  The wife appears equally fond of him, rushing to greet his return home with cries of joy and warm welcome.

The wife's selfless affection is further revealed when the husband teasingly tells her that he had planned to bring her a souvenir but was not able to find one, and she replies that having him back home is the best possible gift. The husband cannot keep up his pretense for long, however, and soon gives her the mirror.  Thinking that the decorated backside is the main point of the gift, she admires the pretty pines and bamboo on it until the husband eagerly tells her to turn it over.  And she does, exclaiming that here is a woman inside. No, the man explains, there is no woman inside, "That is a thing called a mirror.  It reflects anything that comes in front of it.  Since you are in front of it, it reflects your face."  The wife, thinking he is playing a wicked joke on her by bringing a woman home with him in this strange object, cries out in anger, accusing him of trying to deceive her. 

This causes the husband to call her an "uncomprehending woman," although he patiently tries to explain the amazing qualities of the object to her. But when the wife looks, she becomes even angrier, saying, "That woman in there is cuddling right up to you."  He tells her that it is only because he is near her that she sees his face next to hers, but when she looks again at the mirror she becomes even angrier, exclaiming that the woman in the mirror looks as though she is about to bite his head off. Quite sensibly, the husband points out that is because she is looking into it with an angry face.

By this point, jealousy has overcome whatever common sense the wife might have, and she accuses him of philandering.  The husband is also becoming angry and says that, even for a woman, her lack of comprehension is unbelievable, echoing the many similar initimations of perceived male superiority we have heard in earlier plays.  Then he commands her to stop arguing and give the mirror back to him so he can give it to someone else.  This is the admission of guilt the wife has been waiting for, and she retorts, "Now that I have found you out, you say you will give her to someone else.  Then for what reason did you bring her all this way?  Don't think you can fool me with such lies."

This last line is invariably greeted with laughter, since the wife, in proclaiming so vehemently her comprehension of her husband's unfaithfulness, has in fact completely destroyed any possible image of herself as intellectually credible with her unbelievable foolishness.  But she remains blithely unaware of her own stupidity, growing angrier by the moment until she finally threatens to wring his neck or bite his head off. The man entreats her to forgive him, but her only response is "Oh, how angry, how angry I am," as she chases him offstage.  

Like so many who have gone before, this kyôgen wife loves her husband very much, while he demonstrates his uniqueness by proving to be a considerate and affectionate husband who treats his wife with respect.  These qualities in the husband set him apart from the archetypal kyôgen husbands just as the woman's outrageous foolishness distinguishes her from other wives.  So while the woman in The Mirror is loving and faithful, she is also foolish and jealous, the latter dual qualities she shares with only a few other wives, such as the one in Kanaoka, the Love-Crazed Painter with her absurd notions of face-painting.  She is, however, rather charming in her silliness, reminding us of the stereotypically empty-headed but lovable heroines found in so many contemporary Western plays and films.

Foolish/Unfaithful

The next sub-group of plays in the Wife category consists of two texts in which the wives are both deceitful and unfaithful to their husbands, the only such female characters in the entire kyôgen repertory.  Despite comments from various scholars about the "unfaithful" kyôgen wives that supposedly proliferate in the genre, they are actually a small minority of two, and they appear in the texts labeled Foolish/Unfaithful: The Blind Man's Monkey (Saru Zatô) and The Trial Rehearsal (Uchizata).  

The wives in this group are distinguished from characters in other categories by their deceitfulness and unfaithfulness, traits that are anathema to the vast majority of kyôgen wives.  Other characteristics that define the women in this group include the following: 1) they are among the most intelligent and capable of all kyôgen women; 2) they are physically attractive to men other than their husbands; 3) they express some affection for their spouses and acknowledge certain obligations to them but demonstrate no deep loyalty, and 4) they enter into adulterous relationships.  Outside of these shared characteristics, the women in The Blindman's Monkey and The Trial Rehearsal are quite different personality types who occupy different social levels and present contrasting images of women.  The farmer's wife in The Trial Rehearsal is brash, outspoken, clever, manipulative, and intimidating, qualities she shares with many kyôgen wives.  Conversely, the blind man's wife, albeit eventually unfaithful, is basically intelligent, gentle, sensitive, and philosophical, all qualities that set her apart from the average kyôgen wife.  Because of the unique nature of the wife in The Blindman's Monkey, that play has been chosen to illustrate the category. 

The wife in The Blindman's Monkey is married to a high-ranking blind man (kôtô) who treats her very well and to whom she appears devoted.  He is a genial man who, upon hearing about the fine cherry blossoms at Nishiyama, asks his wife if she wants to go and see them.  She answers she would indeed like to go, but she thought it would be quite out of the question and thus refrained from so much as mentioning it. This reveals both her concern for him and the deference she pays him.  When he repeats his desire to go, she asks how, since he is unable to see, cherry blossom viewing could be of any interest to him, and he replies that even though he cannot see them, he can enjoy their fragrance.  

Acknowledging the wisdom of that observation, she makes preparations for their departure by calling offstage to an unseen servant to bring a gourd of wine. This is the only time in kyôgen that a woman either speaks to a servant in this formal manner or addresses an unseen presence offstage; in all other instances it is male characters who execute such actions.  She is also possibly the only kyôgen woman, and one of few kyôgen men, to philosophize.  This occurs on the journey to Kiyomizu Temple as the couple walk along hand in hand, the picture of marital contentment.  The husband has been commenting on the joys of life that are available even to those who are born blind: "And I am certain that there are even more pleasures for those who can see."  The wife agrees with him, but adds her own observation that sometimes those with clear vision are forced to look at things they would rather not see: "And when one sees something unpleasant, it can cause evil to arise in one's heart.  At such a time, a blind man such as you is at an advantage."

This unexpected glimpse at the subtlety and darkness of the wife's thoughts threatens to send the dramatic action into regions rarely visited by kyôgen, but the husband's next remark restores comic balance: "But in case one had one's choice, it is a greater advantage to be able to see."  However, this speech by the wife has set her apart from the mainstream of kyôgen wives in a manner that inexorably affects her characterization; she is not typical, nor predictable, from this point on.

Upon reaching Kiyomizu Temple, the wife tells the husband that they have come at the perfect time. As he comments on the convivial atmosphere he hears all around him, she lovingly leads him to a spot where the flowers are best and helps him sit before pouring the wine.  The tone of the drinking scene that follows is dominated by the ambiance traditionally associated with the cherry-blossom viewing season.  This lends the scene a tinge of melancholy, the same melancholy that is experienced when viewing a perfect blossom whose beauty is enhanced by its transitory nature, while the fragile loveliness of the moment provides dramatic foreshadowing of the ephemeral quality of the wife's faithfulness.  Just as her speech earlier hinted at her awareness of the potential for wrong-doing that lurks in everyone, including herself, so does this flower-viewing interval provide the ironic foil for the husband's reversal of fortune.

When the wife is finally persuaded to sing, the piece she performs crystallizes the disturbing intimations of approaching disaster: "Blossoms of Kiyomizu, will they fall or will they stay? Water girl, did you see them? Who can say whether they will fall or stay? In stormy weather, they'll fall." With this musical oracle, whether consciously or not, she has articulated the restlessness and inconstancy of her nature and predicted her betrayal of the husband.

The serenity of the moment ends when she asks the husband to chant a passage from the Tales of Heike, the war chronicle that was popularized during the Kamakura and Muromachi periods by blind itinerant priests.  Similar musical numbers, possibly also performed by blind female performers known as goze, appear in other Woman Kyôgen including The Blind Couple at Kiyomizu.   During the blind man's chant, the Monkey Trainer enters with his trained monkey and sees the blind man with his wife. Finding her to be a fine looking woman, he decides to have a bit of fun at her expense. He engages her in conversation, and, after ascertaining that she is indeed the blind man's wife, he calls her an imprudent woman and offers to find a better match for her if she will come with him. 

The wife's initial response to such an improper proposal is firm and loyal. She returns to her husband, and the monkey trainer considers his next approach, revealing himself to be a most unsavory character when he decides to trick her into going away with him. He calls out to her again, but she shakes her head in negation, turning back to her husband and pouring wine for him. But when the monkey trainer calls yet again, she asks him if he has a wife, indicating that she is beginning to be interested in him.  Upon learning he is not married, she says that that is strange for a man of his age and returns to pour wine for her husband. 

The husband is now becoming concerned because his wife does not always seem to be at his side, as she was earlier.  His fears are borne out when the wife surreptitiously beckons to the monkey trainer to come and have some wine and then allows him to lead her away, confirming her capitulation by promising to slip away and follow him as soon as she can. When she returns to her husband, he is angry and fearful of the change he senses in her and decides to tie her to him with a thin rope, causing her to cry out that people will laugh at them.  The husband, however, does not care, desiring the security the rope affords over the approbation of others. The monkey trainer sees what is happening and goes over to the couple; pantomiming his plan to the wife, he unties her and ties his monkey to the rope in her place.  Then he leads the wife away, telling her that he is the man for her and vowing eternal fidelity as they go off together. 

The blind husband is now alone onstage with the monkey, still believing it to be his wife.  He scolds the monkey, and the monkey scratches him; he jerks the rope, and the monkey chatters and scratches him again.  At this, the man becomes frightened and runs away shouting that his wife has turned into a monkey and pleading for help. The last picture the audience has is that of a poor blind man being chased offstage by a monkey.

The plot and resolution of this play is considered so cruel that it is very seldom performed today.  In fact, Nomura Manzô declared that, because of the content, his family would no longer perform this text, although after his death his son Mansaku produced it at the National Noh Theatre. Many others have also specifically condemned this wife for her cold-hearted betrayal of a helpless, loving husband.  Certainly her unfaithfulness is clearly demonstrated, but that is not the only quality that defines her character; she is also shown to be loving, gentle, concerned, intelligent, and self-aware, realizing the potential for inconstancy in her nature.  Perhaps that explains her initial hesitancy when the husband suggests they go flower viewing, a romantic, melancholy activity that could stir dangerous longings in a young wife married to a man she cares for but does not passionately love.  So while this wife is certainly not an admirable character, she is complex and, when properly analyzed, not completely unsympathetic.


Unassigned

The one Unassigned Wife play, The Stone God, features a woman who is something of an anomaly within the Woman Kyôgen. Although she and the text share certain commonalities with other characters and categories, neither can be clearly identified as belonging solely to any of the foregoing groups, since they contain qualities found in several contrasting types.  The conflicting combination of elements that distinguish this wife from other married women are: 1) she seriously and consistently attempts to obtain a divorce from her tippling, irresponsible husband; 2) she is a completely sympathetic and blameless character, obviously justified in seeking a divorce; 3) no harsh words are ever spoken to her, or about her; 4) she performs a kagura before a shrine god, the only wife to do so; and 5) she chases the husband offstage in the final scene.  Corroboration for her character and that of the husband is found with the go-between, who says to the wife, "What a pity for you.  I must admit that I have also heard nothing good about him, and I am very upset."  This relatively rare statement strengthens the sympathetic view we have of the wife.  

Moreoever, the husband admits that what the wife has said about him is true, but he is also anxious to avoid a divorce and appeals to the go-between to help him win back his wife.  That learned man hatches a clever scheme: he tells the wife to pray before the Stone God at Izumo Shrine and ask him for advice on whether or not to divorce the husband.  The wife agrees this is a good plan and sets off for the shrine.  The go-between then tells the husband to disguise himself as the god and give his wife a false oracle, telling her she must stay with her husband.  During the ensuing scene at the temple, the husband dons the robe and mask of the god, and the wife comes before him. She prays for an oracle, asking the Stone God to rise if it his will that she divorce her husband.  

With this begins one of the typical kyôgen scenes in which farcical actions dominate the humor as the "husband-god" repeatedly thwarts the wife's desire for a divorce by giving signals indicating she should stay with her current spouse.  However, because of various problems the husband has with keeping his mask on straight and otherwise behaving appropriately as a god, the wife soon becomes aware of the trick he is trying to play on her and chases him off.


Here is a Kyôgen wife who is somewhat different from her sisters, a relatively gentle one who is so fed up with the behavior of her husband that she actually decides to divorce him.  However, the chase-off at the end is not a clear indication that she will indeed pursue such an extreme action; rather, the audience is left with the impression that this couple will continue to repeat their shenanigans, with nothing so final as divorce posing any real threat to their relationship.  The play is also unique in terms of the husband's strong desire to keep his wife, even resorting to god-impersonation to keep her at home.  Not many kyôgen wives are so obviously valued.

Seldom performed in modern times, I was fortunate to see a performance of this uniquely enchanting text in 1996 with Nomura Mansai in the role of the wife and Mansaku as the husband.  Part of this torch-light production's charm lay in the use of flute and drum to accompany the piece, a relative rarity in the Wife plays.  The engaging nature of the wife was established at her entrance when the spectators began to chuckle the moment she appeared on the stage.  Audience sympathy for, and empathy with, the wife never faltered as she told of her woes in living with a husband who would rather drink than work.  The man was simply a typical, ne'er-do-well kyôgen husband who, though totally worthless, had a definite charm.  He also obviously loved his wife and wanted to hold on to her.  

Therefore, as the wife circled around the "Stone God" during her dance, attempting to make it respond in the way she wanted to her prayers, the spectators found themselves hoping that she would not leave the husband.  The music at this point was sad and melancholy, in sharp contrast to the actions, which were broadly farcical, bordering on burlesque as the wife tickled the god to make him stand up.  Of course, it made no sense whatever for the woman to tickle a statue, but that was of no concern.  This was kyôgen at its finest, and this wife proved herself to be one of the most charming in the repertory.  Because of all the foregoing, she is also in a category by herself.    

With this analysis of the wife in The Stone God, the discussion of the first sub-category of Homemaker texts is complete. 

Newlyweds
Now we turn to the second grouping in division I, the Newlyweds.  The basic personality types that appear here are, in one respect, the opposite of those previously analyzed; newlywed wives exhibit all of the admirable qualities associated with the mature wives but none of the stern or negative ones.  They can therefore be defined as faithful, supportive, courageous, clever, or loyal, but never as fierce, possessive, deceitful, or foolish.  

The Newlyweds are consequently more gentle as a group, and the humor they create is correspondingly lighter.  The raucous laughter inspired by intimidating wives railing at weak, foolish, or errant husbands is here replaced by gentle chuckles as sweet young matrons eagerly assist and look lovingly upon their equally weak and foolish, if not yet errant, spouses as they bumble through the social and personal rites of passage associated with new marriages.  These young women are the soft and malleable raw material of novice Homemakers, women as yet untouched by social, economic, and personal pressures.  Yet they are also strong characters who appear capable of developing into the archetypal kyôgen wives of category I A.  It is their sweetness and youth, coupled with obvious intimations of future indominability, that invest this category with its unique charm and humor.              

The seven plays in the category are The Butcherknife Son-in-Law (Hôchô Muko), Lord Ôka (Ôkadayû), The Guaranteed Son-in-Law (Origami Muko), The Son-in-Law from Kurama (Kurama Muko), The Repentant Husband (Morai Muko), The Baby's Mother (Hôshi ga Haha), and The Water-Throwing Son-in-Law (Mizu Kake Muko). This collection of texts is one of the most eclectic in the Woman classification system in terms of plot structure and nuances of characterizations in both male and female roles.  The unstable, evolving nature of the social position occupied by young wives in medieval Japan, and by extension their kyôgen reflections, as they adapted to the demands of their new husband's household is partially responsible for this situation.  Unlike the clearly defined familial and social status of mature wives vis-à-vis husbands and the larger community, the status of new wives was in an almost constant state of flux as their husbands went about the business of building new power structures based on, and mandated by, the recent marriage.  

These newlywed women were participants in the process whereby a younger generation replaces an aging one, when interpersonal exchanges between generations can become battlefields. They were as deeply involved in this struggle as their men, often enjoying a certain amount of power and control when both husbands and fathers begged for their assistance in defeating each other. The social and personal pressures that accompany this natural, but often painful, evolution in human affairs are too fluid and volatile to allow the creation of rigid archetypes.  No participant in this act of the human comedy can know with certainty what role she or he will be called upon to play in the next scene, and their characters are therefore in a constant state of expectation and change.  

In other words, the social dynamics in which the Newlyweds are obligatory, if sometimes unwilling, actors exert a greater impact on characters in this category than on those in either Wife or Widow texts.  For example, the decisions the young wives are forced to make by their social status regarding family loyalty and allegiance are not easy ones, but they are the natural and inevitable consequences of human maturation.  Moreover, it is the decision itself, not the ease or difficulty with which it is reached, nor the manner of its execution, which defines these women; they begin the Newlywed texts as uncertain young wives and emerge full partners in the coup d'état staged by their generation.  Of course, the initial indecision typically expressed by these women when confronted with the necessity of choosing between husband and father, and the obvious moral struggle prompted by the situation, does impact on their characterizations, making them both more sympathetic and complex.  It should be remembered that young Kyôgen husbands are never forced to make this choice regarding familial loyalty since the style of marriage dominant at the time the plays were written, patrilocal, required that a newly married couple reside with the husband's family.       

Given the strong influence of this social reality, it is not surprising that the newly married Kyôgen wives proved to be neither as simplistically definable nor as easily divided into separate categories as their more mature counterparts.  However, the most important identifying aspect of their characters is clearly the decision to break from the birth family and join forces with the groom's household.  Henceforth, these Kyôgen women will be primarily aligned and identified with their new family units as each matures into one of the wifely types discussed earlier.  This denunciation of the father in favor of the husband is seen by some theorists as an example of gekokujô (the socially lower subduing the upper), since the lower (young married couple) effectively overturns the upper (established father-in-law).  Certainly viewing the texts from this perspective injects a note of sympathy into the character of the wife, who is forced into the role of betrayer regardless of whose side she chooses.  By casting her as a partner in the saga of the new generation versus the old, she becomes a conscripted recruit on the battlefield that marks life's cyclic nature rather than a treacherous woman who betrays her own father.  

The second defining characteristic of this category is also based on a family issue not found in other Woman Kyôgen: all newlywed female Kyôgen characters are mothers, either expectant ones or ones already possessed of an infant.  These are the only kyôgen women, other than the one widowed character in the next category, whose roles as mothers figure in either characterization or plot development.  The fact that the women are mothers is not necessarily a pivotal consideration in the texts, but it does operate as an identifying element of characterization and sometimes impacts on plot development.  Thus while texts in the Wife category never include any family members other than the husband and wife, the Newlywed plays contain plot elements relating to three generations, with the female character in the middle: she is simultaneously portrayed as mother, wife, and daughter.  With the dynamics of three generations and the agendas appropriate to each operating within this category, it is not surprising that the texts reflect a wide spectrum of personality traits and plot machinations.  

Individual analyses of the texts does, however, reveal additional elements that, while less important and universal than issues of family affiliation and motherhood, nonetheless appear with sufficient frequency and influence to qualify as subsidiary guidelines for the category.  The majority of the texts include: 1) a husband who is either physically or verbally abusive; 2) a husband who is stupid or foolish; and 3) a desire for divorce expressed by one or both parties in the marriage.  It should be noted that each of these elements appears in only four texts, and their occurrences are spread throughout the category with insufficient regularity to define a specific type of text.  These factors therefore cannot be definitively applied to either sub-group; their usefulness is limited to a general description of the Newlywed category.  

After recognizing the basic parameters of the group, the texts can then be further divided into two sub-categories that contain enough commonalities to qualify as separate groupings: Brides and Young Mothers.  The former category includes The Butcherknife Son-in-Law, Lord Ôka, The Son-in-Law from Kurama, and The Guaranteed Son-in-Law. Again because of the eclectic nature of these texts, there are no elements that operate with absolute universality within all pieces in the category, but there are three elements found only in the Bride texts and that occur often enough to distinguish them from Young Mothers: 1) the text centers around the ceremonial first visit of a groom to his father-in-law's house, 3 texts; 2) the bride is pregnant, 3 texts; and 3) the bride is obviously more clever than her basically foolish husband, 3 texts.   


The ambiance created by these factors is basically celebratory in nature as the family members, daughter, husband, and father, drink saké and/or perform songs and dances to mark the groom's auspicious introduction to his new father-in-law.  The fact that the event takes place in the home of the wife's father also effects the atmosphere of the story and impacts on the female character; this is her former home, where she is comfortable and welcome, and her presence is part of the celebration.  The respect and affection shown to the wife by her father creates an aura of protective gentleness around her, reminding the audience that she is not only a wife and mother with important family obligations but also a valued daughter who still enjoys the protection of her patriarchal home. The groom, in contrast, has entered an environment that is new to him and that contains social pressures and obligations he is ill-prepared to meet.  

These images of a happy, relaxed bride and a nervous, awkward groom celebrating their new marriage in a convivial atmosphere are particularly strong in The Butcherknife Son-in-Law and The Son-in-Law from Kurama.  Lord Ôka and The Guaranteed Son-in-Law, on the other hand, create a somewhat different ambiance, since the husband in each speaks harshly to his wife and, in the latter play, actually asks for a divorce.  The problems between the couples are eventually resolved but not before the conflict has revealed intimations of the full-blown battles to come when both spouses have evolved into the types found in mature wife plays.  However, even these harsher Bride texts, with their less sympathetic male characters, stronger wives, and somewhat transitional plot line, conform sufficiently to the general parameters established for Brides to be included in this sub-category.  A more detailed explanation of how Lord Ôka and The Guaranteed Son-in-Law deviate from the category's norm will be given later.           

The Butcherknife Son-in-Law has been chosen to represent the category since it is the only one of the four Bride texts that includes all three of the above factors exclusive to this sub-group as well as both of the primary defining characteristics of the Newlywed classification.  It is also a text I translated with my students at Meiji Gakuin University, although the version here analyzed was translated by Kenny.  

The opening sequence of the play is formulaic for these texts, establishing that the groom has decided to make the ceremonial first visit to his father-in-law and that the latter is preparing for the visit.  It is also here that the foolishness of the young man first surfaces when he consults a teacher to learn the proper protocol for the occasion.  The teacher has been chosen as an advisor because he is "most wise," and because the son-in-law has observed the man making "numerous Ceremonial First Visits" to his own father-in-law.

The teacher is naturally surprised at the foolishness of this last remark and begins the dialogue that reveals the young man's stupidity. His unbelievable naivete inspires the teacher to play a joke on him, and he gives him a copy of what he claims is the proper protocol for the Ceremonial First Visit to one's father-in-law.  However, the document actually contains instructions on how to perform sumo wrestling, a fact that will have amusing repercussions later in the play.  It is also during this exchange that we first learn of the bride's cleverness, for when the teacher asks the groom if he can read and write, the young man answers he cannot but his wife can. The teacher is delighted to hear this, since it means the wife will be able to read the instructions to her husband, and he sends the groom off with assurances that everything he needs to know is in the document.  

Thus, by the time the wife enters, three important facts relevant to this category have been established: the occasion is the Ceremonial First Visit to a father-in-law; the husband is foolish; and the wife is clever.  The gentleness of the bride's personality is revealed next when she enters and speaks sweetly to her husband, telling him that he looks very nice.  The Ôkura version further enhances the sympathetic image of the wife by including a bit of dialogue that expresses her concern over the husband's lack of success in obtaining the proper protocol and her joy when she learns he has received it from the teacher.  (Morosawa 22-26)  When he asks her if she can read the document he has received from the teacher, she replies that, as it is written in syllabary, she can read it very well. The reference to syllabary ties in with an earlier comment from the teacher that the wife should be able to read the document, since it is written completely in kana.  Reflected here is the tradition in medieval times whereby women were taught hiragana but not the Chinese kanji, a subject held to be suitable learning for men only.  The husband, however, has apparently either benefitted little from, or received little, formal education. 

The genial nature of their relationship unfolds with the scene, the wife agreeing to go with her husband on the Ceremonial First Visit and assuring him that her father is eagerly awaiting his arrival.  The timidity of the groom and the confidence of the bride are revealed along the way, two additional harbingers of the personality traits exhibited by characters in the Wife plays but here invested with a special kind of charm and vulnerability lacking in the more mature roles.  This husband is not a spineless, if likeable, wastrel who neither provides for his family nor remains faithful to his wife; he is a naive youth who commits the ridiculous social blunders only the very young, intent on becoming adults, can make.  And the wife's loving support has yet to become compromised by the more weighty marital, social, and economic conflicts that dominate the Wife texts.  Her love is simple, gentle, unconditional, and based exclusively on the personal relationship between her and the man she has married. 

Their welcome at the wife's former home is warm and affectionate, the father insisting that the groom does not have to put on the traditional long trousers considered de rigueur for the occasion.  This good news is relayed to the groom, who has remained outside, struggling to figure out the mystery of the bothersome long pants. After much struggle, he eventually gets them on correctly and joins his wife and father-in-law to  begin the festivities as the three family members exchange pleasantries and drink saké.  Another bit of formulaic dialogue typical of these plays here provides insight into the character of the wife and the relationship between her and her husband. For example, the groom immediately qualifies a complaint he makes about the wife when her father says he should feel free to discipline her, demonstrating that the young man is actually fond of his bride and pleased with her.  The picture of the woman that evolves in this scene is consequently that of a teasing young wife who only plays at scolding her husband as they become better acquainted, rather than a true scold.

This exchange is immediately followed by another element common to the Bride texts: the wife's pregnant state.  Similar to accepted wisdom in Western culture that expectant mothers crave unusual foods, Japanese mothers-to-be are said to show a perverse fondness for green plums.  The endearing naivete of the groom, the becoming modesty of the bride, and the indulgent humor of the father-in-law are all present in the dialogue that reveals this piece of news.

After this typical Bride-text scene, the play moves toward its predictable climax as the young man asks his wife to read aloud the instructions he received from the teacher regarding the proper protocol for the Ceremonial First Visit.  She eagerly assents and reads the first instruction: "The way to do sumo wrestling.  First you must take out your fan and put it on the ground."  The husband is somewhat nonplussed at this odd direction and asks the wife if he should really put his fan on the ground.  She answers, "Most certainly," and the nonsense begins.  After he has put the fan down, the groom responds to each new order: he draws his sword and puts it on the ground; he takes off his long trousers (which he is happy to do, remarking that he wished his wife had read that part much sooner); he takes off his outer robe; and he calls his opponent (the father-in-law) to have a sumo match with him.  It is important to note that the wife, the supposedly superior brain in this daffy duo, is as completely taken in by the teacher's trick as her husband.  She may be able to read and write a bit, and has shown herself to be more capable of handling social obligations than the groom, but ultimately she is as naive as he.  As discussed earlier, the alleged mental superiority of the wife is often a relative, rather than absolute, quality. 

The father-in-law has been observing this odd behavior by his daughter and son-in-law and laughs when he realizes that the latter has been the butt of a practical joke. In order to avoid losing face over the foolishness of the groom, the father-in-law decides to play along with him. There is also another dynamic operating here: the father-in-law's fondness for his son-in-law.  This was an issue of some interest to medieval Japanese, who even coined a term for it, muko kashi zuki, which meant the father-in-law was too fond of his son-in-law and tended to spoil him.  Certainly this view casts an even more sypathetic light on the older man and consequently contributes to the gentle tone of the play.

The sumo bout begins in a formal, stylized manner appropriate to the son-in-law's misbegotten idea of the proper protocol for the visit but soon degenerates into a real wrestling match.  The wife is upset to see her husband and father actually fighting and rushes into the fray to stop them and grabs her husband's leg. At this point she shows no favoritism, appearing equally concerned over the welfare of each man and intent only on stopping the fight.  But the groom is not pleased with her role as mediator and demands that she let go of his leg and grab Father-in-law's leg.  She immediately responds, "With all my heart," and grabs her father's leg while continuing to exhort both men to stop and forgive each other.  The bride has still not decided to support one over the other, and her neutrality continues through the next two lines despite escalating parental threats.

The husband, not to be out-threatened by his father-in-law, resorts to his own intimidation of the wife: "Hey! If you grab my leg, I'll leave you!"  This causes the wife great consternation as she stands stage center and pleads, rather pitifully, "Then what am I to do?"  She is still not able to completely abandon her father to the dangers inherent in this Ceremonial First Visit Sumo Match.  But when the husband orders her once again to "grab Father-in-law's leg", she finally capitulates and voices the traditional, "With all my heart."

The wife is now totally committed to her new captain and responds enthusiastically to his command that she grab her father by the thigh as together they throw the older man to the ground, the groom yelling, "There, you've lost!"  This indignity to the father is followed immediately by the wife's line to her husband as she beckons him offstage: "Oh, Darling!  Come along with me!"  The use of the endearment "darling" is a device typical of these texts and serves to highlight the wife's almost euphoric mood when she exits, continuing to call out, "Come with me, oh, come with me," as the husband responds, "With all my heart."  Their exit leaves the father-in-law alone onstage, looking angry and forlorn as he shouts his hollow threats to the disappearing couple and then trudges slowly offstage. The alternate ending of the Ôkura script is typical for that school; the father-in-law chases the couple off while shouting, "I'll catch you yet."  This creates a somewhat different effect, one that is more humorous but not as satisfying in terms of resolving the conflict between generations.

Whichever resolution is used, the young kyôgen bride has flown her adult colors for the first time and determined the course of her life.  She is still loving, clever, loyal, and strong, but those qualities will now be applied exclusively to her husband's endeavors, not her father's.  The struggle to choose between the men in her life has been difficult, but once decided, the wife never looks back as she leads her husband home.  And she is leading.  For a moment, at least, the kyôgen bride is portrayed as mistress of her fate.  However, a slightly different perspective on this closing scene can also be seen as exemplifying the truth of the Confucian proverb: It is the duty of women to obey first their fathers, then their husbands, and finally their sons.

Despite the fight at the end and the disrespect shown to the father, the predominant atmosphere of this text is light and celebratory. The quarrel is actually a silly, pseudo-sumo match that provokes a good deal of laughter from the audience, and the throwing of the father is done in a stylized, comic manner that does not seriously suggest either physical pain or real indignity for him.  There is a certain poignancy in the final picture of an abandoned father, but this merely serves as foil to underscore the primary tone of the piece.  The overriding image is that of a charmingly naive young couple setting out, in blissful ignorance, on their private cruise through the vicissitudes of matrimony.   

The Son-in-Law from Kurama follows the same format in plot and character development, but Lord Ôka and The Guaranteed Son-in-Law differ sufficiently to warrant a brief discussion.  In both of these texts, the husband becomes angry with the wife and beats her; in the former the cause is the husband's stupidity, and in the latter it is his avaricious, selfish nature.  Of course, like the throwing down of the father at the end of The Butcherknife Son-in-Law, beating scenes in Kyôgen are never presented in a realistic style and consequently remain comic in effect.  Nonetheless, such physical actions do impact on audience perception of characters and determine the type of humor specific to the text.  Bride plays without these beating scenes, and the characters in them, are essentially lighter and simpler in tone, representive of the first stage in the evolving relationship between husband and wife.  Those with scenes of physical abuse, albeit comic and stylized, create laughter that is less innocent and more judgmental as they depict the social evolution of women from brides into wives.

The Guaranteed Son-in-Law contains one additional element that distinguishes it from other texts in the Bride category: the husband's desire for a divorce.  This request is the final indignity suffered by a blameless wife whose only concerns are to please her husband and show respect to her well-meaning father.  In fact, the son-in-law here is the most unsympathetic groom in kyôgen and one of the least likeable male characters in the entire repertory.  He has so few redeeming qualities that when at play's end the wife decides to stay with him instead of returning to her father as she initially intended when threatened with divorce, the audience feels somewhat disappointed. We would be happy to see this particularly intelligent and gracious Kyôgen Bride leave her foolish, arrogant husband, but like her sister Brides and the Wives she foreshadows, the woman in The Guaranteed Son-in-Law is willing to forgive her stupid, selfish spouse and return home with him.  

More importantly, the basic nature of these texts does not permit the creation of a truly heavy atmosphere, and a further device at the end of this play mitigates the potentially unsatisfying resolution; the groom sings a love song to his wife.  As we have seen, overt expressions of romantic love are rare in kyôgen, and the performance of a love ballad here serves to partially rehabilitate the husband's character and justify the wife's decision to give him another chance.  The Guaranteed Son-in-Law and Lord Ôka are thus transitional pieces, similar enough in important respects to be classified with the more typical Bride plays, but also moving closer in tone to the characters and humor of the Wife plays.  

The Young Mother texts, The Repentant Husband and The Baby's Mother, can likewise be perceived as transitional types, marking the next step in the evolution of kyôgen wives and yet possessed of certain unique traits that set them apart from the other Newlywed plays.  They are distinguished from Bride texts by the fact that: 1) the wife has an infant child; 2) she returns to her father's home when the husband asks for a divorce; and 3) the husband's fondness for saké precipitates the initial crisis. The women in both plays are loving wives and mothers who have finally become fed up with foolish husbands who drink too much saké and then come home and demand a divorce for some imagined wifely transgression. Fidelity to their husbands is stronger than their anger, however, and the Young Mothers eventually agree to return home with the repentant spouses, once again demonstrating that Newlywed Wives are primarily loyal to their husbands.  The Repentant Husband has been chosen to represent the Young Mothers group since it is the more complex of the two plays in the category, with characters who are correspondingly more well-rounded and interesting.  

The wife and her father enter first but do not speak, taking their positions upstage left as the husband comes onstage.  He is obviously inebriated, singing a drinking song and then laughing as he announces, "Oh, how drunk I am, how very drunk. . . . People find the greatest pleasure in flowers in spring and the moon in autumn.  But for me it is only wine."  Having arrived at home, he makes the first of many unpleasant remarks about his wife. 

During the following scene, the wife tries to get her drunken spouse to come inside and go to bed, but he responds with nonsensical attacks, the illogic he spouts in amusing contrast with the sensible words of the wife. Throughout this scene the wife remains firm and relatively calm, even when the husband announces that he is going to drink some more wine.  She does not shout or rail at him, although her growing frustration is apparent as she asks him to come inside and go to bed. The husband's irritation with her repeated admonitions initiates the first crisis in the play as he demands a divorce after expressing his displeasure with her jabbering and her refusals to give him anything to drink. 

The wife's reaction is somewhat ambiguous.  He has apparently done this many times before, and she is worried about what the neighbors will think of his repeated requests for divorce, but she also says she would not be entirely adverse to leaving him.  The husband reacts with a flippant, "Oh, good.  Then just leave me and be gone right now."  But the wife demands a token of their divorce before she will depart.  According to the husband, merely saying he divorces her is token enough, which was sometimes true under medieval custom.  The wife, however, appeals to a different, equally valid, version of medieval divorce tradition: "Oh, no.  A woman may just go and get married again, who knows where.  So even if it may be a packet of dust, please give me a token of my divorce."

Continuing in his cocky mode, the husband kneels down and mimes picking up some dust, which he ties up in a packet and holds out to the wife.  It is here that this Young Mother ceases to be even a semi-subservient spouse and reveals herself to be a true kyôgen Wife in the making, angrily demanding something of more concrete value. Even this show of spirit fails to penetrate the husband's saké-inspired courage, and he laughs as he observes that she is "also familiar with the Way of Desire," and gives her his short sword. 

The wife has thus far not taken the husband's threats of divorce seriously, since he has made the same threats many times before, but she begins to worry when he actually gives her the sword.  Her initial anxiety blossoms into fear as he persists in telling her to leave and then begins beating her. The wife takes a sitting position upstage left after the stylized beating, removing herself from the scene during the following monologue, which reveals the husband's low opinion of his wife and the fact that there is a baby. When he goes out again to celebrate his new freedom by drinking more wine, the wife re-enters the scene and comments on how disgusting the husband is when drunk.  She also states that after she has returned to her village the husband will not be able to take care of the household, or the baby, without her.  Nonetheless she appears to be somewhat relieved to be going to her parents' home, despite a deep sadness at leaving the baby. 

This situation, with the husband retaining custody of the child, is an example of a medieval custom accurately reflected in the Young Mother texts.  Divorced women of that period had no rights regarding their children; offspring of all ages always remained in the father's home.  The use of that custom to provide plot complications is another element that distinguishes this group from other categories of kyôgen Homemakers.

There is considerable audience sympathy by this point for the abandoned young wife, who bursts into fresh tears as soon as she reaches her parents' home: "(She weeps)  I say, Daddy, are you there?"  The use of the childlike term, "daddy," underscores her sad state and intensifies audience perception of her as a fragile young daughter, rather than a stalwart wife or mother.  The ensuing scene is the longest and most interesting one between a father and daughter in the kyôgen repertory, revealing both characters to be more complex and subtle than the usual types they represent.  The father is a loving, concerned parent who sincerely wants the best for his daughter and is willing to do whatever is necessary to secure her happiness.  The daughter is depicted as a determined women whose pride will not allow her to return to her husband's house even if her father refuses to take her in.  Neither father nor daughter, however, decides immediately on what course of action to pursue regarding the divorce, and their subsequent debate of the issue gives the scene its uniquely layered, almost realistic, timbre.    


The father's first reaction on hearing that the husband has once again gotten drunk and asked for a divorce is to lay equal blame on both young people for the current problem.  He feels that the repeated drinking bouts and requests for divorce from the husband and the wife's constant talk about leaving him and coming home have combined to create a "veritable scandal."  Also, he thinks his daughter has shown poor understanding of her husband by taking seriously a threat he has made many times before but never carried out.  His attitude changes slightly when the daughter tells him that this time her husband has given her his short sword as a token of their divorce.  Even so, the father continues to try and save the marriage, and his daughter's happiness, by pointing out that a wife should never return to her parents' home until the husband has told her to leave seven times.  This advice is not welcomed by the daughter who is beginning to shed her earlier image of wronged, gentle innocence and metamorphose once again into a fledgling Wife.

The father is aware of the change in his daughter's mood and tries a different tack, admitting that what she says is reasonable but that she should remember that he also drinks, saying, "I know that one never remembers afterward what one says when one is under the influence of wine."  This being the case, he is sure that if the wife will just return home things will be as they were before, and he advises her to do that.  Interpreting this to mean her father has forsaken her, the woman asks, "So do you mean to say that you will not let me stay here with you?"  This is not a question the father is prepared to answer yet, so he equivocates by saying it is not that he will not allow her to stay with him: "I am simply saying that he was under the influence of wine so you should be patient and forgive him."

These continuing refusals to take her side motivate the daughter to take the offensive: she declaims that even though she is a woman, it is not entirely out of the question for her to use a knife on herself.  If she cannot do that, she can and will throw herself into a ditch or river and die.  This speech, with its air of bathetic martyrdom, is followed by another bout of crying as the daughter starts to exit dejectedly.  Her father cannot bear to see her leave in such a state and calls out for her to come back. Her threat to sever relations with her family rather than return to her husband destroys the last feeble reserves of the father's resistance, and he finally capitulates to her request for sanctuary. Now that she has gotten her way, the daughter reverts to a more submissive guise, meekly agreeing to the father's command that she hide herself in an inner room if the husband should come to take her back.  Other remarks from the father indicate he is still not convinced that either the wife's or the husband's resolve to end the marriage will endure.  After stating he is sure the husband will send his apologies as usual and the wife will not "react in an adult manner," the father says he will have to lie and say she has not come to his house.  He then repeats his order that she not come anywhere near the husband.

All of the father's actions in this scene serve to create the image of a complex, believable, and admirable character: he understands and sympathizes with both his daughter and her errant husband; he never tries to manipulate his daughter, forthrightly attempting to help solve her problems; and he gives her unwavering affection and support.  The character of the daughter is equally well developed, but along different lines: she is shown to be emotional and mercurial as she segues easily between the roles of pitiful, abused wife, stalwart defender of women's rights, potential suicide, abandoned-but- determined daughter, and submissive daughter.  Underlying all of these actions are the woman's innate strength of character and a good deal of cleverness, if not true intelligence. 

The picture of family harmony and solidarity created by this scene is broken when father and daughter remove themselves from the action by kneeling upstage, and the husband enters, babbling and whining.  Just as the wife predicted, he complains his life is a mess without her: the neighbors are laughing at him for getting drunk and divorcing his wife again; the baby is crying for its mother and will not settle down; and there is no one to do the housework.  His only recourse is to go to the father-in-law's house, apologize for his drunken behavior, and ask for his wife back.  In the middle of this rather frenzied monologue is a bit of philosophizing on how breaking the rules of temperance inevitably leads to lewdness and talking nonsense: "There is nothing in the world that so deranges the heart as wine."  The husband cannot, of course, take all the blame for his actions, accusing the wfie of insensitivty for taking him seriously this time and leaving him. In the very next sentence, however, he admits that, since this happens often, she is quite right to get upset about it.  These ditherings and contradictions serve to make the husband more multi-dimensional and sympathetic and at the same time enhance the image of the wife as a sensible, admirable woman. 

He finally builds up the courage to knock on his father-in-law's door, but when that stern gentleman appears, the son-in-law continues to quiver and dither, lavishing absurd flattery on the father-in-law in an obvious ploy to gain his support in re-claiming the wife.  Immediately following the compliments are protestations that he has given up the drinking of saké forever.  He even has an answer for the accusation that someone said he had drunk too much wine just last night, an answer that puts him squarely in the category of foolish kyôgen sons-in-law: he only got drunk the night before because his friends insisted he have a giving-up-drinking drinking party. 

This bit of absurdity wins no sympathy from the father who tells the young man goodbye and starts to leave, and it is here that the play moves into its climactic sequence.  The husband finally broaches the real reason for his visit and asks if his wife has come here, to which the father-in-law replies that she has not.  To show that he has indeed realized the error of his ways, the young man agrees that his wife has every reason to be angry, since all the trouble has been caused by his own clumsiness.  "But since I have completely given up the drinking of wine, I humbly beg you to return my wife to me."  The father-in-law is not at all swayed by this earnest speech, but the same cannot be said of the daughter who at this point tiptoes to the first pine to listen, despite her promise to not come anywhere near the husband.

Ever the steadfast personality, the father does not waver in his insistence that the wife is not in his house, but this only causes the son-in-law to intensify his efforts, pleading that nothing is getting done in the house and the baby is crying and will not settle down.  Hearing this, the wife's maternal instincts stir, and she speaks for the first time since ending the scene with her father: "I am sure that the baby is crying for me."  Both men hear her, but she raises her left sleeve to hide her face and kneels down beside the first pine, a kyôgen performance technique that signals the character cannot be seen.  When the husband asks if that was his wife's voice, the father-in-law answers it was the next-door neighbor's wife.  While the two men continue their respective pleadings and refusals, the wife crosses behind her husband to take up a position behind and to the left of the father-in-law, physicalizing her vacillating intentions and loyalties.  

Throughout this scene, she has been a silent but important participant, expressing with face and body her confusion, affection for her husband, sympathy with his pitiful state, and a growing desire to forgive him.  The comment she made about the baby crying for her also reveals that love for her child, as well as its father, is a factor in her deliberations.  Finally she reaches her decision and goes over to her father and tugs on his sleeve, delivering the line that separates her from him and reaffirms her alignment with the husband: "Since he is talking as he is, I beg you to forgive him."  The father responds by pushing her away. 

The following short sequence, during which husband and wife respectfully beg the father to forgive the son-in-law, is staged with the father in the middle to prevent the couple from seeing each other.  For the first time in the play, the audience is made aware of the affection that exists between the young people as the now somewhat coy wife tries to peek around her father for a glimpse of the husband, who is eagerly seeking to reach her.  The wife is no longer perceived as a daughter, wife, or mother, but as an endearing, love-struck heroine, yet another guise for this versatile character.  When they at last come face to face, their exchange is short but decisive as the wife agrees to return home with her husband.

In anger and frustration the father grabs the daughter and throws her to the ground, calling her a rascal and lambasting her for her fickleness while the husband, who has been polite and submissive up to this point, appears to recover some of his lost spine with the wife's return to his side.  He now upbraids the father-in-law for not advising his wife to return to him, but the older man repeats his determination to keep the daughter with him: "No matter how much she says that she wants to come back to you, I will not let her go."  

This has the ring of delusion and absurdity; the man's daughter is no longer a child he can control.  In fact, she can no longer be primarily identified as a daughter.  She has evolved into a wife and a mother with new obligations and loyalties, a fact which the son-in-law articulates when he admonishes her to come home with him. When the wife signals her agreement, the father's frustration finally erupts into physical violence, and he grabs his daughter by her left arm and cries out that he will not let her go.  The husband responds by pulling on her right arm and demanding that they be on their way.  Literally torn between her two men, the wife continues to hope that she can pacify both and avoid the necessity of choosing one over the other. But the father is too committed to relent now, and when he refuses to let go of his daughter, the son grabs the older man's right arm and yells for the wife to grab his thigh. This she does, and together the reunited couple throw the father-in-law to the ground. As the husband celebrates his victory, the wife moves toward the bridgeway and calls to him, "Oh, Darling, come along with me."  His predictable response, "With all my heart," echoes with her repeated invitations to, "Come with me, come with me," and they exit happily together.  Abandoned center stage, the father-in-law faces the exit they have taken and issues the familiar threat to treacherous daughters and sons-in-law.

The other text in this sub-group, The Baby's Mother, is somewhat problematic, since it differs from The Repentant Husband in two respects: the character of the wife is significantly less multi-dimensional, and there is no scene at the father-in-law's home, since the husband successfully entreats the wife to return to him before she can reach her village.  The former issue is relatively unimportant in terms of classifying texts, but the latter is the linch pin of this entire category.  Because the father-in-law does not even appear in The Baby's Mother, the question of whether the wife sides with him or her husband when the two men stage their battle to determine who will claim her loyalty is rendered moot, apparently nullifying her classification as a Newlywed of either type.  

On the other hand, two other major issues also impact on this question: 1) the text of The Baby's Mother and its female character reflect all other major characteristics of both the Newlywed category and the Young Bride sub-category; and 2) there is no other classification even remotely appropriate for this text other than Miscellaneous, a category that should not be overused if this system is to retain its integrity.  Bearing in mind the deviations here discussed, The Baby's Mother was therefore assigned to the Young Bride texts.        

The Water-Throwing Son-in-Law, the seventh text in the Newlywed group, proved even more difficult to classify as it contains only one of the defining elements of the category.  This wife is, in fact, something of a non-entity who appears only in the final scene; we do not know how long she has been married, neither do we know if she is pregnant, a mother, clever, or if her husband is foolish, abusive, or regularly divorces her when in his cups.  What the text does reveal, in a form virtually identical with that found in other Newlywed texts, is her decision to take the husband's side against her father when the two men quarrel.  Since this is the primary identifying tool of the category, Mizu Kake Muko is therefore classified as a Newlywed text but is not assigned to either sub-group.  

 Widows

In all of Kyôgen there is only one female character whose husband has died, the wife in the single text of the Widow category, The Demon's Stepchild (Oni no Mamako).  Just as the status of medieval widows was clearly distinct from that of women with living spouses, so does the social position of the female character in this text cause her personal situation and corresponding dramaturgical issues to differ in significant ways from those in other Homemaker plays.  This woman is alone in the world, isolated from the normal activities and obligations of family and community life that occupy and identify the Wives and Newlyweds.  She is not responsible for taking care of a husband, she does not have to choose between her father and husband in a battle over familial allegiance, and, although she does have an infant, she is not forced to give it up when she loses her spouse.  


Equally important is the fact that her character cannot be defined in terms of how she relates and/or responds to the actions of the husband, since she is no longer called upon to either oppose or support him in his various shenanigans.  This character is a husbandless wife on her own, and the emotions she expresses and the courses of action she either contemplates or implements are, to a large extent, a direct result of her widowed state.  In other words, the very fact of her widowhood is a powerful determinant of both her character and the action of the play.  It should be recalled that, since the woman and deceased husband in this text are from the lower class, financial issues of inheritence do not serve as a source of conflict. 

Of course her individual character, designated as Brave/Clever, also impacts on the plot.  When addressing this issue, it immediately becomes apparent that many of the elements important to a definition of women in other Homemaker texts are not applicable here because of the husband's permanent absence: how harshly she speaks to or about her husband, or he to or about her; whether she chases him, armed or unarmed, around the stage; whether or not he abuses her or asks for a divorce; who is the more clever of the two; whether he over-indulges in saké or chases women; the degree of affection demonstrated by either spouse.  This does not mean, however, that the character of the husband does not figure at all in the analysis of the kyôgen widow.  To the contrary, he is an important determining factor in that what the wife and the male personage in the piece say about the deceased impacts significantly on the woman's character.  In this regard, she can be seen as an exemplary kyôgen wife: 1) she says only loving, supportive things about her dead husband; 2) she spends considerable time praying for his soul; 3) she is bereft at his death; and 4) she is faithful to him, even though he is dead.  Moreover, she exhibits all these manifestations of wifely devotion expected of respectable medieval widows despite the fact that, according to things revealed in the text, the husband was quite a scoundrel.  

These are not the only admirable qualities that define the woman in this category; the text also depicts her as a loving, protective mother possessed of great courage and integrity.  In fact, the woman in The Demon's Stepchild is one of the most admirable in the repertory; she evinces every positive quality to be found in the female kyôgen characters and none of the negative ones. She does seem to be suffering from a slight case of self-pity at the opening of the piece, but that is a minor flaw and soon forgotten. All of the above personality traits are observable in what she says and does and in what the male character says about and to her.  He also mentions that the widow is pretty, another factor that distinguishes this from the vast majority of Homemaker texts. Interestingly enough, the only other Homemakers specifically identified in the texts as physically attractive are the Courageous/Virtuous Wives who, like the widow, are without husbandly protection, and the unfaithful wife in The Blindman's Monkey who leaves her husband.

One other aspect of The Demon's Stepchild impacting significantly on the ambiance and characters of the play is the fact that the male role is non-human, a demon.  The only other Wife play with a similar character is A Demon in Love, and the atmosphere of both texts is influenced by the machinations of the demon-heroes, who create a kind of never-never-land charm unique in category I. The use of the supernatural character in A Demon in Love is largely due to the content of the piece, which centers around the February festival of demon exorcism, but a different explanation must be found for his appearance in the Widow text.  One possible reason is that women forced to be permanently on their own by family emergencies or tragedies in medieval Japan presented situations inherently too serious for inclusion in comic plotting.  Such women were only suitable kyôgen material when paired with the supernatural, such as a foolish, non-scary demon-lover who has a romantic disposition and a weakness for human females.  In other words, the very notion of a respectable married woman with a baby, roaming lonely roads late at night without a husband, was so preposterous, and threatening to social values, that it could only be presented as fantasy.  

Whatever the reason for the demon's appearance, he makes it on a lonely road and herein is found the final identifying trait of the Widow sub-group: the action takes place on a highway.  This is the only Homemaker kyôgen, other than Skinny Pine, that does not adhere to one of the general guidelines of category I: all plays take place in or around the wife's home.  However, as mentioned earlier, the change of venue does not alter the basic identification or personality of the female character as a Homemaker who attaches primary importance to her husband and attendant familial duties, wherever she is.  

The first character we see in The Demon's Stepchild is the wife, who enters carrying an infant child.  Her opening monologue establishes and explains two factors that are important defining aspects of this category: 1) the woman is a widow whose husband, Saburô the Magistrate, died the preceeding autumn; and 2) she and her infant child are by themselves on a lonely road at sundown because she has finally decided to return to her parents' village but has lost track of time contemplating her sad state.  This catalogue of woes includes a description of how miserable she has been since her husband's death. Her despair is such that she briefly contemplated becoming a nun and desisted only because her heart was continually drawn back to "this little living souvenir" left to her by Saburô.  

The melancholy mood is broken when she suddenly realizes that the sun has set early and no one seems to be on the road but her: "How eerie I feel."  The reason for her unease suddenly materializes in the form of a demon who has smelled human flesh and come to "catch and gnaw."  The widow is both frightened and angered by this startling apparition, who first calls her a reckless rascal for coming into his territory after the seventh hour and then impugns her character. Pride and fear alternate for supremacy as she denies any claim to wantonness and begs him to spare her life.

The demon is unmoved by her pleas until he looks more closely at her and makes an observation that distinguishes this kyôgen wife from most of her sisters: "I would like to eat you in a single bite, but now that I get a good look, I see that you have better looks than average, so I feel pity for you."  Unfortunately, even good looks will only affect the quality of her death, not its fact: "Thus, I will eat you calmly."  Before he begins eating, he asks her where she is from and expresses great shock upon learning that she is the widow of Saburô the Magistrate of Ashikura.  In fact, the demon claims to know Saburô quite well, since he is one of those assigned to torment the man morning and evening.  According to him, the woman's husband sinned so deeply in this world that when he fell into hell he was sentenced to terrible torments regularly three times every night and three times every day.

This revelation saddens the wife as she laments that, despite the countless prayers she has offered for the repose of his soul, "it has all been to no avail."  Her request for more information on what kind of torments her husband suffers is eagerly met by the demon, who tells in graphic detail why and how Saburô is tortured daily.  In addition to a list of "deep and numerous" sins, there was the particularly heinous crime of dishonest horse trading, for which King Emma ordered Saburô's tongue jerked out, ground in a mortar, and sifted through a winnow basket. 

The description of the husband's transgressions has no affect on the wife's loyalty, and her only response is to say he is to be pitied and again lament that her countless prayers have been to no avail.  The demon quite sensibly points out that it is because Saburô's sins are so very deep that her prayers cannot reach him.  This gives the wife an idea, and for the first time she shows a bit of spirit, pleading with the demon to ask Sir Emma to send Saburô to paradise.  The subsequent exchange, during which the demon demands that she must marry him if she wants to save her husband, reveals the wife's faithfulness to her dead spouse, how fond she was of him, and how sincerely she is concerned over the sad state of his soul: "If only you get Saburô sent to Paradise, I will do anything at all that you might ask."





This well-intentioned, if ingenuous, promise prompts knowing chuckles from the audience as the demon looks at her, cocks his masked face as he pretends to consider for a moment, and then asks her to sew up a rip he has.  This use of "sewing up a rip" as farcical sexual innuendo was seen earlier in A Demon in Love and has the same effect on the widow as it did on the earlier wife: "Oh, how frightful, how very frightful!  How could I ever be the wife of a demon?"  This apparent non-sequitur is actually part of the humor in the "sewing up a rip" lazzi, to which the demon laughingly responds that he only asked her to sew up a little rip and she is offering to become his wife.  Both the humor and the charm of this singularly unfearsome devil inform his following proposal of marraige.

The wife's predictable response that she could never marry a demon is met by another silly threat of, "If you refuse, in a single bite, I'll catch and gnaw, catch and gnaw!"  It would appear that the widow takes him seriously, however, since she agrees to do whatever the demon wants including marrying him, on the condition that he must promise to care for the living souvenir of Saburô the Magistrate that she holds in her arms. The demon is pleased at her offer but a bit confused as to exactly what the "living souvenir of Saburô the Magistrate" is.  Upon seeing that it is a baby, his first remark is that it looks like a tasty morsel but is too small to make much of a meal and so should be thrown away.  

By speaking in such a manner about the baby who has been the only reason she has had to "live through so many lacklustre days and months," the demon has offended the widow's motherly instincts and wins only an adamant refusal to his proposal.  The vehemence of the woman's speech causes him to immediately recant, and the widow, who has turned from a frightened, pitiful creature into a female tiger protecting her young, is now in complete control of the relationship and the stage as she makes the demon promise to refrain from saying such awful things again and to care for the baby and raise it as though it were his very own child.

The welfare of the child now assured, the wife relaxes, and the scene evolves into a series of mundane discussions on domestic issues that are humorous because they are taking place between a human and a non-human.  The first topic of conversation is their new home in hell, which the newly betrothed widow accepts in stride after the demon assures her it is a nice place to live once you get used to it. The widow, in fact, becomes quite the matron again, casually bossing the demon around as she hands him the baby and instructs him on how to care for it when she is tending to other matters, like finding the proper wardrobe to wear in hell.

With the demon thus holding the baby and the wife instructing him on how to treat it, the final scene of the piece unfolds into a series of games with the baby who laughs, plays "clap hands," does "salt eyes," and generally makes himself so cute that the would-be fearsome demon is reduced to a silly, doting father, and the grief-stricken widow re-assumes a contented matronly air with her new, supernatural protector.  The gentle humor of the scene reaches a high point when the baby starts crying and the demon sings a ballad to quiet him.  

The dream-like quality of the scene and the image of the perfect family at play both end abruptly when the demon puts the now sleeping baby down so he can rest a while.  Apparently something in the sight of the slumbering infant stirs old, familiar feelings in the demon breast. When he declares that he is going to eat the baby after all, the woman grabs the baby from him and dashes offstage. The demon chases after her shouting that he will catch and eat them both. 

This final image completes the circular nature of the play with both widow and demon, after experiencing significant changes in character, returning to their initial guises: she is once again a helpless, bereft widow alone with her infant, and he is a would-be devourer of women and babies.  Both characters have also demonstrated a wide range of personality traits that make them humorous, interesting, and sympathetic.
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