Conveying the prayerful spirit of Japan
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Kinue Oshima
Kita School Noh Performer

By the Editorial Staff

Kinue Oshima’s direct gaze, firm mouth and the dignified air she exudes as
she moves slowly, make you automatically sit up straighter.

Ms. Oshima, who began studying Noh at the age of 2, was the first woman
in the Kita School of Noh to become a professional performer. She appears on
stage as a shitekata, the lead actor who performs dances and chants.

Noh, an element of traditional Japanese culture, originated in the
Muromachi Period (1336-1573) and was developed by the warrior and
merchant classes. Ms. Oshima comes from a family of performers in the Kita
School, which is characterized by its simple yet grand dances and its powerful
chant.

We asked Ms. Oshima to describe her feelings about Noh and her
enthusiasm for future endeavors.

Along with her father, Masanobu, also a professional Noh performer, and
her brother and sisters, Ms. Oshima is engaged in theatrical activities and
works to popularize Noh and raise awareness of it. “Now I'm involved in Noh,
which I love, but there was a difficult period too,” she said.

Tough physical training is said to be the foundation of practice in the Kita
School. As the eldest daughter in a family of four children, Ms. Oshima
devoted herself to her lessons, but the Kita School, which is characterized by
its masculine style, did not permit women to become shitekata. This presented
a major obstacle to the continuation of Ms. Oshima’s training.

“Both boys and girls are allowed to appear as kokata (child performers)
through elementary school, but once they enter junior high school girls can no
longer appear on stage. And a training program for proceeding to the next step
was only arranged for my younger brother. In the Kita School, in order to
become a professional performer you have to train as a boarding pupil, but I
wasn’t able to do that either.”

During her junior high and high school days Ms. Oshima keenly felt the
disparity between men and women in Noh. At college, seeking a way to
continue pursuing a career in the field she loved, she met female performers
from other schools of Noh and became determined to overcome the barriers she
faced.

Subsequently, officials of the Kita School told Ms. Oshima she would be

allowed to perform on the condition that she do so under her father’s
supervision. With characteristic patience she gradually expanded the scope of
her activities.

We asked Ms. Oshima why she was determined to continue performing
Noh. “Simply because I love it,” she said. “I love practicing and appearing on
stage. I was born into a family of Kita School performers, and I saw my
grandfather and father struggle, so I knew it would be hard. Plus 'm a woman.
But as a woman herself my mother offered her support.”

When we asked about the appeal of Noh, Ms. Oshima warmed to the
subject. “It’s the unique atmosphere,” she said. “Unlike theater, Noh
performers wear masks. When you wear a mask, you can only see part of the
stage through small holes. The audience can see you, but you can’t see your
surroundings. In order to overcome that feeling of anxiety, you have to focus
your concentration and confront your own mental weakness. The performer’s
inner conflict creates the dignified atmosphere.”

Ms. Oshima performs overseas as well as in Japan and has been highly
acclaimed. “Traditional arts like tea ceremony, flower arrangement and Noh
have their origins in a ceremony of prayer, and people’s prayers have come
down to us in these forms,” she said. “I would like to continue to enjoy Noh and
tea ceremony while conveying the prayers of the Japanese people that they
embody.”

Ms. Oshima’s effort to convey the prayerful spirit of Japan to the world and
into the future goes on.

Kinue Oshima

Resident of Hiroshima Prefecture. Member of the Nohgaku Performers’
Association. Based at the Kita-ryu Oshima Nohgaku Theater in Fukuyama.
Visiting professor at Hijiyama University. Part-time lecturer on Nohgaku at
Elizabeth University of Music, Hiroshima University, etc. Performs and offers
instruction in Noh both at home and abroad.

About Noh

Noh has a 700-year history and consists of five schools, including the Kanze
School. Popular with the warrior class, the Kita School was promoted by many
feudal lords. The performers include shitekata (lead actors), wakikata
(supporting actors), kyogenkata (actors in kyogen comedies), and hayashikata
(musicians). The Oshima family belongs to a school of shitekata.

Kita-ryu Oshima Nohgaku Theater

In addition to regular performances of Noh four or five times a year, the
Kita-ryu Oshima Nohgaku Theater serves as a hub for the promotion of
culture in the community and is used for a wide variety of programs including
tours, workshops, seminars for businesses and clubs and arts performances.
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