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NG Choruses and Choral Singers: Toward a Study of Performance History

Abstract

In traditional NG dramas, some passages of the play are chanted by a chorus instead of
by the soloists such as the shite (principal) and the waki (assistant). In modern performances,
this chorus (ji-utai) sits at the side of the stage in parallel lines. Unlike the primary actors, the
members of the chorus do not wear an elaborate costume. The \.N.-w&SS, a choral member
responsible for leading the chorus is thought in modern times to be as central to the play as the
shite and waki actors, although, as we shall see, this was not invariably the case.

During the Muromachi era, which spanned from the fourteenth through the sixteenth
centuries, choral parts were sung by both the principal shite and by assistant actors such as the
waki or the tsure. Of course, it goes without saying that a simply-garbed chorus existed at ﬁmm
time, but it was of small scale and peripheral to the performance.

Zm has always been considered a drama, and yet it has historically been appreciated for its
music. Indeed, some have prized No solely for its songs. Furthermore, the tradition of lay-
men singing NG songs for their own pleasure is an old one. In all probability, the popularity of
singing contributed to the gradual expansion in choral size. And thus, it is in this cmowanow of
an expanding chorus that the costumed shite and waki, who previously were the dominant
choral singers, gradually ceased to chant such sections. Free from the need to lead the chorus,
the major actors began to devote themselves to improving their dramatic performance. Many of
the shite’s dramatic gestures, crucial to deciphering the plot, represent embellishments which

arose after the chorus assumed an expanded role in NG performances.
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N©O Choruses and Choral Singers: Toward a Study of Performance History

Summary

In traditional NG dramas, some passages of the play are chanted by a chorus instead of
singly by the primary actors, the shite (principal) and the waki (assistant). Modern
performances of NG drama are opaque and difficult to understand coom.:ma, in addition to the
absence of explanatory action by the dramatic characters, the dialogue alternates between the
actors and the chorus. Because NO differs so profoundly from typical dramatic forms, it has
long been debated as to whether it can or cannot be classified as a drama.

The NG scholar Nokami Toyoichiro claims that N3 is fundamentally not a drama;
instead its essence is that of narrative, dance and song. Following Nokami’s lead, I believe
that NO should be viewed not as the presentation of a drama, but the presentation of song. The
mere fact that the shite almost invariably sang the opening passages to choral parts supports
Nokami’s assertion. Indeed, the shite was not merely a character in a drama; instead he was

the most skilled singer in a NG troupe. In N© performances, it was this virtuoso singing which
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was most valued by aficionados.

Certain productions exist in which the shite’s nominal role, namely singing the opening
choral passage, was instead sung by the waki, who was, after all, the second best singerin a
NG troupe. Although some have assumed that the latter type of production typifies original NG
performances, the existence of certain innovations, namely dramatically embellished songs,
suggests that they are of a more recent origin.

In the second chapter, I attempted to show the problems inherent in viewing choral -
parts simply as dialogue of the shite and waki. Because the soloist was followed in quick
succession by the chorus, the latter began to appear as if it were continuing the soloists’s
dialogue. According to Omote Akira, a noted historian of NG, the choral parts are designated
in N§ texts by the terms dé-on and ji. According to Omote, the former term indicates phrases

of the shite, while the latter designates those of the waki. This view holds only if one invests
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the plays with a dramatic coherence which they simply did not possess. Although the audience
may perceive the words chanted by the chorus to be those of a particular character, in fact not
all d5-on are the words of the shite, nor are all of the ji the dialogue of the waki. Instead,
neither term has a Bm:ﬁo..mﬁ relationship to the dramatic content of No.

Dao-on is simply a general term for chorus, while ji indicates, as I shall explain more
fully R chapter five, singers other than the shite. The point ow Rmnasnm for these terms is not
the dialogue of a particular character, but rather the particular composition of the chorus for a
certain passage. The do-on simply indicates that the ji-utai and all of the primary and
secondary characters (including the shite in ) should sing, while ji indicates that the shite
should not sing with secondary actors and the chorus. In other words, one can not determine
which character should be stating a particular passage through a textual analysis of the drama.

Chapters three through nine constitute a survey of the historic evolution of N6
performances. Chapter three consists of an analysis of the texts which were written by Zeami,
one of the founding figures of NG. Zeami indicates choral sections simply through the term

do-on. As] had previously stated, do-on denotes a general term for singing in unison, but in

NGO refers to the aforementioned chorus in particular. The salient issue concerns the object of
the do-on indications in Zeami’s NG ancomosw.

From his surviving testaments, it is apparent that a number of choral singers were on
the stage, just like the ji-utai of modemn times. Nevertheless, this group had no common name,
and its composition was not standardized. Thus it seems likely that Zeami designated the choral
singing of all costumed actors, including the-shite and waki , as do-on.

Chapter four concerns the use of the chorus in Zeami’s age. Even in passages which
were not indicated by the term dd-on, a number of E&ﬁacm_m, including major characters,
chanted in unison. When comparing Zeami’s manuscript with subsequently produced texts,
one can also find passages in which his designations for a solo voice later came to be sung by
the chorus. Of course, although this reflects nothing more than the historical process in which

solo passages were usurped by the choir, one can also surmise that Zeami’s admonition against



the choral singing of such parts indicates that even in his age the temptation to expand the
chorus’s role was strong.

. One can separate Zeami’s usage of the term do-on into two categories. The former
consists of passages EEo.: included the shite and other singers in unison while in the latter,
the shite was excluded. Although Zeami only used the term do-on, one can infer that, even in
his mmm, there already existed a precursor to the later division between do-on and ji.

N& choruses had cooz_ designated in texts by the term do-on. However, from the latter
Muromachi era onward, the term ji also began to frequently appear, often in conjunction with
the term of do-on. If the colloquial ji would have been used to refer to the oga& sections 4
designated as ji, then there should be no cause for confusion. However, some commentaries
on N0 plays text defy ready comprehension because textual cmwmw_mg designated as do-on are
casually referred to as ji.

In order to solve this problem, I devoted chapter five to a philological study of the term
Ji, and concluded that colloquial ;i refers to all singers save for the shite. Initially, ji sections
indicated those passages where the shite should not sing, while in do-on parts, the shite was
merely a minor singer. Because the chorus chanted both passages, from their point of view, it
mattered little whether the label do-on or ji applied. Little imagination is required to perceive
the how the term ji supplanted do-on in colloquial mwzmz_oo.

Chapter six through nine elucidate the historical change in the individual roles of the
shite, waki, tsure, and \..N..SE. as choral singers. In chapter six, I focus on the question of
whether the ji-utai was historically as significant as it is today. In order to answer this, I relied
upon various drawings in order to illuminate the numbers, clothing, and position on the stage
of the ji-utai. Of course, although it remains impossible to reconstruct the dynamic nature of a
No performance through static images, one can nevertheless comprehend the historical
evolution in the perception of role of the ji-utai.

‘When analyzing picture scrolls dating prior to the early Edo period, it becomes self-

evident that there existed no unified image regarding the ji-utai. Indeed, the number of choral

4
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members appears to vary according to performance. Furthermore, it is evident from picture
scrolls dating from the Muromachi era that the number of ji-utai was exceedingly small. As I
WHSosz mentioned, in the Muromachi era, the phrase ji-utai did not exist. Instead, they
were called so no utaite, n,: “the singers”, but this included roles such as the waki and the tsure.
Not only did the so no utaite differ in scope from the ji-utai, but it was not a clearly defined
QEQ.. Thus, it seems likely that those singers who corresponded to the ji-utai were not
thought to be indispensable to the performance during this era.

Chapter seven deals with the shifting role of the waki. From the the mid-Edo era
onward, waki did not sing at all with the chorus, but instead either sang solo or with the tsure
in unison. In other words, they were virtually indistinguishable from those of the present.
Nevertheless, prior to the mid-Edo era, one can confirm that the waki sang ji choral passages.
In fact, during the late Muromachi era, waki sang the do-on sections as well. Professor Omote
concluded from such evidence that the waki’s role in the performances was originally as the
conductor (ji-gashira ) who directed the chorus in a manner similar to how a first violinist leads

a quartet today.

The sources which illuminate the waki’s role as the conductor of the chorus were
written by men who performed as waki. And yet it would be a gross oversimplification to
assume that the waki alone directed the chorus. Documents written by shite illuminate an
earlier stage in performance history when the shite attempted to lead the chorus. It was widely
recognized that one had to cue in the chorus by singing the opening phrase of a song; otherwise
no other conductor of the chorus was believed to be necessary. Indeed, the very notion that a
Ji-gashira was needed did not develop until the late Muromachi period.

Chapter eight is concemed with the tsure— performers who played minor roles as an
attendant to the shite or waki. Dramatic necessity causes fsure to appear on stage, but once the
scene shifts, they generally exit the stage. On occasions, however, the tsure remains sitting
near the back of the stage. From extant sources, one can surmise that historically it was most

common for the zsure to remain on stage even after his role had ended. Furthermore, even in



cases where it would have been possible for the zsure character to participate in the drama, he
remains seated and immobile. Because the members of the ji-utai were not standardized during
the Muromachi period, it seems likely that, as should be evident by his sitting on the stage, the
tsure was in fact an mbOa.BE,. member of the chorus.

Some may fault this hypothesis for being based on nothing but circumstantial evidence,
and :o.ﬂ concrete proof of any sort. And yet, another source one can rely upon is the following
piece of contextual evidence. As is well known, NGO aficionados enjoyed listening to the
music, and desired to perform themselves. This is as true today as it undoubtedly was in the
Muromachi age. Thus, it should be easy to imagine that when observing NO, such people
devoted their attention to the voice of the singer and the lyrics of the song. Even if one were to
ignore the dancing, and instead merely concentrate on the lyrics, one could still understand the
development of the play. If few closely observed the play’s action, then those actors who
became irrelevant as the play progressed would generally be forgotten. Thus, a tsure immobile
to the rear of the stage would be practically invisible to the audience. One logical explanation

for the tsure’s continued presence on stage was because he sang with the chorus. -

Chapter nine consists of an examination of the nature in which the shite participated in
choral sections denoted by the phrase do-on. The standard interpretation is that the shite sang
do-on parts in their entirety. I believe, however, that they did not. Of course, it was well
established in principle that the shite should sing the do-on from beginning to end, but this was
merely a general guideline.

As the shite came to partially sing do-on passages, they began to be referred to as ji.
One further reason for the amalgamation of these terms is that, in cases where the shite would
not sing do-on passages, the actual singers of do-on passages corresponded exactly to those of
the ji (for more on this, refer to chapter five). |

Because the shite conducted the general performance, there inevitably arose
circumstances in which he had the occasion to lead the do-on passages, but during the late

Muromachi and early Edo period, the waki became the director of do-on passages in both name

6



and reality. It follows that during the Edo period, the shite abandoned his earlier role as a
provisional choral director and passed this responsibility to the waki. Furthermore, the waki
a..n_omwﬂom his position to the choral leader (ji-gashira). With the shite’s abandonment of his role
of cuing the other sin moam., he was able to devote his energy to enhancing the dramatic effect of
the play. Instead of harmonizing his voice with the chorus, the shite became able to express
his orm.z,mnﬂon in a realistic manner. Concurrent with the shite’s realistic performance, choral
singing assumed the role of a continuation of the shite’s dialogue. Ultimately, this withdrawal
of the shite from do-on sections arose not only in response to the waki assuming the position
of the de jure conductor of the play, but also because of the expansion of the chorus into a

well-defined entity known as the ji-utai.
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