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CHAPTER VII

THE ACTOR’S TECHNIQUE

e

THE Japanese use a word kata, literally form, when speaking of
the actor’s speech and movements on the stage. The term is ex-
tended to cover stage properties, costume, wigs and make-up, for
in the Kabuki these are not just decorative background accessories
but are also necessary aids to the technique of the actor. In view
of what has been said in the chapter on dancing it would be
logical to list the special gestures and poses of the Kabuki actor
there, but as all aspects of kata are being described here no such
division has been made.

MIE

The aragoto technique of Ichikawa Danjuro I (1660-1704) has
already been mentioned previously. From aragoto developed a
form known as mie, which singularly typifies the art of the
Kabuki actor. It is so familiar to all Japanese that it has passed
into their everyday vocabulary in the characteristic phrase, o mie
wo kiru, literally ‘to cut o mie’, meaning to seek a dramatic effect,
or ‘playing to the gallery’. It has been immortalized in the prints
and drawings of the artist Sharaku, that strange genius. Time
and time again, his prints depict the moment when the actor has
reached the climax in his acting and poses rigidly for a moment
to impress his emotion and fiery ardour on the audience. That is
the art of the mie and Sharaku’s brush captured it with superb
skill.
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There are different kinds of mie, but they all have a common
aim, the actor must impose himself upon his audience with the
maximum  power of his resources. Facial uxpruuon is important
and what is called nirami, literally glare, is a characteristic of
the technique. The actor draws himself up into a pose and ges-
tures, often with the palms outwards and fingers outstretched, at
the same time he performs what is called senka. In this he moves
his head several times with a circular motion, the body and
shoulders remaining rigid, and finally ceases the action either full
face or full profile to the audience. By this time his eyes are
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dilated as though about to leap from their sockets and the pupils
slowly turn inwards. This is nirami.

The mie has a motionless quality about it; it is the climax to all
preceding movement. It may be likened to the curve of a shoot-
ing star through the sky, there is a bright flash but the flash is
the apex in an arc of light, which to the eye rises and fades with
even speed. This is the quality which is so important in a mie, it
must merge in the action which precedes and follows without
any apparent effort. It is unquestionably a difficult art to acquire
and one which was practised far more in former times than it is
today. According to many Japanese critics the real art of the mie
has been lost and modern actors fail to get the quality of con-
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has been lost and modern actors fail to get the quality of con-
tinuity in their action. Whether this is so or not, it remains a
dramatic technique which appeals with its naivety of exaggera-
tion.

A mie is always performed to tsuke, i.e. the beating of wooden
clappers in rapid tempo upon a wooden board at the right of the
stage. It may be performed either standing or seated, though
generally speaking a standing posture is more customary. A pro-
perty known as an aibiki is used on the Kabuki stage, it is a kind
of stool held by a stage attendant behind the actor, who supports
himself against it. This gives him the effect of being seated ina
way which emphasizes his dignity or power and a mie is often
performed in such a position, usually if there is a discussion or
heated words between two characters.

An action frequently used in a mie is one called hadanugi; in
this the hands are pulled inwards through the sleeves of the
actor’s kimono and the upper part of the garment forced down,
or the actor sometimes seizes the hem of his kimono and pulls it
sharply back to expose his leg. A standing position is required for
the most powerful type of mie and in this the heels may some-
times be together or sometimes apart; at other times the actor
supports his body with one leg bent.

A play often concludes with all the characters posed in one big
tableau, the mie being prominent. It creates the effect of a pic-
torial composition and for this reason is known as a pictorial mie.
In such a finale, there are sometimes two leading figures per-
forming a different style of mie and while there is a harmony of
line in their composition, at the same time there is the feeling
of straining against each other and an atmosphere of tension. It is
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called hippari no mie, literally pulling mie, and represents a con-
flict in will power.

The mie is a technique used by both good and evil characters
who emphasize their feelings and emotions accordingly with it. It
is also used by women characters on the stage more particularly
when they are distraught, representing a supernatural character
or someone of bold nature. There are some differences in the
feminine mie, however, senkai or circling the head is on a more
modified scale whilst nirami, staring, is never performed.

A type of mie which is now confined to use in one play only
must be mentioned, the Genroku mie seen in the play Shibaraku.
It survives from the roaring, rampaging theatre of Ichikawa
Danjuro I, and to witness a performance today makes it possible
to hear the ghostly shouts of appreciation of the citizens of old
Yedo, as their idol, the great Danjuro, stalked the stage. In this
play the hero, Kagemasa Gongoro, attired in the most bizarre and
colourful costume and make-up, which gives him the appearance
of a gigantic insect, and holding a monstrous sword over his
shoulder, makes his exit from the stage down the hanamichi. As
Kagemasa Gongoro leaves the stage the rest of the actors are
calling out ‘Arrya, korrya’ in a tempo which gradually dimin-
ishes in speed. The words are used as an exclamation rather than
to give any literal meaning. The hero wears a style of theatrical
costume known as suo, a feature of which is a long baggy trouser-
like garment, that completely encases the legs and feet and trails
away for several feet on the ground behind the actor. In this case
the whole effect is grossly exaggerated to create a more fantastic
appearance. The actor makes a vigorous exit by thrusting the left
leg forward with the right leg bent, one hand holds the sword on
his right shoulder, while the free arm with clenched fist is swung
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