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Life and Death in the Warrior Play of the Noh
Drama: in the Case of “Kiyotsune”

- Kyo Tamamura

The Noh Drama, especially the plays called Warrior Play (shura-Noh),
whose main theme is to describe the life and death of the warriors in the
Gempei period, can be read as a good example of Japanese thanatology,
because the warriors, who are set as the main characters of such plays, live
their lives on battle, where the meaning of life and death, including the
relationship of each other, becomes crucially acute. The purpose of this
paper is to analyze a play “Kiyotsune”, written by Zeami, who is known as
the founder of Noh drama, and to show that the death of Kiyotsune, who is
the main character of this play, is somehow peculiar in that it cannot be
understood in the usual way of thought.

Kiyotsune is a member of the Taira clan, which is at war with Minamoto
clan, but he decides to kill himself because he cannot find any hope in the
future, and jumps into the sea. His wife becomes totally lost when she hears
her husband’s death, not only because the news itself is astonishing, but
because the meaning of Kiyotsune’s death seems completely unacceptable
to her. Warriors are expected to live and die as warriors, which means to live
a member of a clan, family, or community, and then to die on a battle field
during the battle. Yet Kiyotsune kills himself not on a battle field, only for
the sake of himself. He obviously turns his back against his family and clan.

Kiyotsune’s ghost appears in his wife’s dream, and tries to make her
understand and accept the meaning of his death. According to  him, while
the members became tired of war and in panic when heard the oracle that
there is no hope in the clan’s future, he realized the vanity of life; there is
nothing certain in this world; no purpose, no goal, no tangible orbit at all.
Everything he has, his fame, position, wealth, power, situation,

236(413)



circumstances and so on, became meaningless. Now he is not Kiyotsune any
longer. He died not as a member of the clan, nor as husband, nor as a
warrior. His death is, as it were, the absolute death, or the death itself.

What did lead him to such a realization? He tried to be truthful to the
oracle, not to disobey the will of the god, and the truthfulness would be
attained through the purity of his mind. He played an imayo (modern song)
by his flute before jumping into the sea. The purity of the sound of his flute
might have caused the purity of his mind, which was the trigger of his
realization.

Zeami, a theorist as well as a playwright, says in his writing that a warrior
in shura-Noh should have ability not only of military arts but of liberal arts
such as poetry (waka) and music. In other words, according to Zeami’s
dramaturgy, to live and die on battle may not be the only raison d’etre of a
warrior. Such a view might also have had an influence on the way how the
play ends, because Kiyotsune’s realization is in a way caused by his identity
crisis.
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