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Foreword

Peter Brook

It was during the early days of our work in Paris. The group had been invited to spend the evening with some musicians in the jazz club where they worked in Les Halles. Yoshi was beside me as we struggled to push our way through the only door into the small room which was crammed to suffocation. We were all squeezed and hustled on to the stage where the only places that remained were between the players and the brick wall. The music was not very interesting, the heat unbearable and yet it was clear that as guests in full sight of the audience there was no way we could leave before the end. When, very late indeed, the session finished and we dragged our hot, sore bodies upright we realised that Yoshi was no longer with us. How he had escaped unseen remains to this day a mystery – we knew that he was a flesh and blood creature like us all, so if he vanished it could not have been by magic, it must have been by art.

My father used to quote to me his old physics professor who often repeated: ‘There are no phenomena that cannot be reduced to numbers’. In our day, the tragedy of art is that it has no science and the tragedy of science is that it has no heart. When we read the title of the great Zen master Zeami’s book Secrets of the Noh the Western mind at once thinks of an Orient seen through the murky smoke of the opium den. In fact, secrets like mysteries are only vague and romantic when they are unexplored. Yoshi Oida in this unique book shows how the mysteries and secrets of performance are inseparable from a very precise, concrete and detailed science learned in the heat of experience.

The vital lessons he passes on to us are told with such lightness and grace that, typically, the difficulties become invisible. Everything seems so simple, but there’s a catch: in the East as in the West, nothing is easy.

Paris, 1997


Preface

Yoshi Oida is unique.

His professional career began nearly fifty years ago in Japan. As a child actor, he explored classical Noh theatre, and modern forms of expression, including television. As he grew up, he continued studying and performing various styles of Japanese traditional theatre (Noh, Kabuki, and Gidaiyu storytelling), as well as acting in Western-style plays. He also engaged in experimental work with the playwright Yukio Mishima.

In his late thirties, he left Japan for Europe. He had just met a foreign director called Peter Brook, whose ideas about theatre seemed new and intriguing. Although Yoshi spoke no European language, he packed his bags and got on the plane for Paris. Despite the strangeness of this ‘exotic’ culture and its unfamiliar approach to creating theatre, Yoshi stayed in France, continuing to explore his craft. Over the years, he became a major force in the work of the Centre International de Création Théâtrale, participating in most of the landmark productions, such as The Ik, The Conference of the Birds, the Mahabharata, The Man Who. He has also acted in films, directed plays, and has run workshops for performers throughout the world.

I know of no one else who has this breadth and depth of performing experience. Not just East and West, but also traditional and experimental, text-based and improvised, film and stage, physical and vocal, as actor and teacher and director. It is this extraordinary range of skills and practice that makes him unique; and uniquely qualified to comment on the performer’s craft.

Since Yoshi’s early training was in the classical theatre traditions of Japan, he often refers to their techniques, approaches, and methods of teaching. A bit of background information may give you a clearer picture of the context for some of Yoshi’s comments.

There are two main styles in Japanese theatre: Noh and Kabuki. They came into existence centuries ago, and have maintained their appeal right up until the present day, despite the incursion of Western theatre and television. Although they reflect their historical origins, these styles are not museum pieces, or recreations of a lost tradition. They are living theatre forms with a devoted audience following.

Noh came into existence at the beginning of the fourteenth century, and was codified by its great Master, Zeami. Within the Noh theatre, there are two sub-styles: Noh itself, and Kyogen. Noh is a highly stylised masked theatre, which employs ritualistic dance movements, musical accompaniment, and heightened use of the voice. Its themes tend to be melancholic, concerned with loss, longing, and the uncertainty of life and love. Although the costumes are gorgeous, Noh is minimalist in style. It employs an empty stage, formalised gestures, and the use of masks, in order to create a distanced sense of tragic atmosphere (rather than dramatic action). In Noh, there is very little expressed emotion, or direct conflict, and few spectacular effects.

In contrast, Kyogen is very down-to-earth: short farces which explore the trickery of unreliable servants, hypochondriac gods, and general delight in the games of daily life. In a traditional performance of the Noh theatre, both styles will be used, on the same stage, with Noh and Kyogen plays alternating through the programme.

In the past, each programme was performed only once in any given year. No ‘season’, no repeats. The programme normally consisted of five Noh plays – serious – and four Kyogen plays – comedy – alternating with each other over a single day. While these all-day events are now very rare, their structure still determines the subject matter of the plays. Traditionally, the first Noh play is about gods, the second tells the story of a warrior, and the third has a woman as the main character. The fourth group of plays presents characters (often women) with a greater degree of psychological complexity than in the preceding roles. For this reason, these plays are often described as ‘mad woman’ pieces, although the actual range of characters included is broader than this title suggests. The fifth and final group tells stories about demons. (In Kyogen, the same categories are used, with the exception of the ‘woman’ group which does not exist.) The god plays tend to be rather slow and stately, and while the warrior plays may be physically more active, there is little dramatic depth. As you progress into the woman and mad woman categories, there is increasing dramatic complexity and emotional turmoil, and the final demon play is fierce, fast, and relatively spectacular. Nowadays, a Noh programme will include one or two plays from any category.

Kabuki theatre appeared in the seventeenth century, and, like Noh theatre, uses dance, singing, music, and gorgeous costume in its presentation. However, unlike Noh, the objective of Kabuki is to create vivid spectacle which dazzles the audience. The text focuses on dramatic and sentimental events, such as lovers committing suicide, brave (but dispossessed) samurai fighting for their rights, and elegant courtesans at play. Shocking events, erotic beauty, horror, pain, and loss, are all given form through the supreme skill of the actor. And the skill is ‘presented’ in order to be admired by the audience. In this way its approach is quite different to that of Noh. Rather than the subtlety and indirect suggestion of feeling used in Noh theatre, Kabuki plays are designed to display the actors’ physical, vocal, and emotional prowess.

A Kabuki ‘season’ lasts a month, with a programme that reflects the particular quality of that time of the year – for example, in summer, plays with ghosts (‘chilling’ stories), or splashing water are often chosen to provide relief from the sweltering heat. Normally, Kabuki performances begin in the morning and continue into the evening, with a number of separate pieces being presented. You can sit there all day, or wander in and out as you wish. You can even bring your lunch into the theatre and munch away during the performance. Within one day’s programme, there is no repetition. It isn’t a matinee followed by an
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