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1. In Noh theater, why do the principal actors wear masks?

There are two types of plays in Noh theater, Genzai-Noh and Mugen-Noh. Among the roughly
250 plays performed today, most belong to the latter type. The basic theme of Mugen-Noh is
encounters with supernatural beings—including gods, spirits of the deceased, and demons—
through which the audience receives symbolic messages. Wearing a mask is a way for the principal
actors to transform themselves into those supernatural beings.

2. Why are Noh and Kyogen often performed together? How
are they different?

Noh and Kyogen developed together from ancient performing arts called dengaku, ritualistic
dance dedicated to Shinto gods, and sarugaku, street performance. Their serious elements evolved
into Noh, and their entertaining aspects evolved into Kyogen. Noh and Kyogen came under the
protection of samurai warriors in the 14th century, and later came to be performed together as a set
in which they complement each other, with Noh delivering divine messages and Kyogen dealing
with entertaining, comical stories.

3. In Bunraku, why doces the main puppeteer often perform
while showing his face?

It is called de-zukai. The practice started as part of the performance. Operating Bunraku
puppets requires a high degree of skill, and through that, the puppet and the puppeteers become
one to act out the plays. In other words, the puppet is the puppeteers’ other self. It may sound
paradoxical, but for the viewers, the face revealed beside the puppet adds reality to the movement of
the puppet, giving it more emotional impact.

4. Why are there no female performers in Kabuki?

Kabuki started as a religious dance performed by women in the early 17th century. However,
after prostitutes started to join the performances, the government prohibited women from
performing on stage. Later, to fill women’s positions in the play, male actors started to play female
roles, which made Kabuki quite unique. They are called onna-gata and are popular for their ability
to impersonate woman accurately.
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