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Is Creativity Divine or Earthly?
Zeami and the Debate over Genius and Talent

After the publication of Zeami’s critical writings in the late Meiji period, 
scholars of Noh adopted terms from previous debates about “authors” and 
“artists” to populate a nationally defined canon of literature. Concepts 
that often appeared in these debates, like “genius” (天才) and “natural tal-
ent” (天稟), still appear in appraisals of Zeami and seem to fit cleanly with 
Zeami’s own reflections on artistic success. Among them is Nose Asaji 能勢
朝次 (1894–1955), compiler of the first annotated edition of Zeami’s secret 
texts. Meiji concepts of genius and natural talent at first excluded Zeami 
from the canon, but that changed with the publication of his previously 
secret writings. Subsequently, Nose identified natural talent and genius in 
his discussion of skin, flesh, and bone in his text “Attaining the Pursuit of 
the Flower” (Shikadō「至花道」). The present essay proposes an alterna-
tive interpretation of “bone” not as talent but as a native capacity found in 
all sentient beings, analogous to the idea of Buddha nature. In conclusion, 
the impact of Nose’s reading on the reception of Japanese cultural tradi-
tions is taken up.

keywords: Zeami—genius—Shikadō—foundation or substrate— skin, 
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In 1909 a prominent Japanese geographer who had recently begun to focus  
 his efforts on the history and literature of Noh drama published a collec-

tion of previously secretly transmitted texts. Yoshida Tōgo 吉田東伍 (1864–
1918) thus brought critical writings by Zeami (ca. 1363–ca. 1443) into the 
spotlight for Japanese literature and theater scholars who were looking for 
historical literary figures, especially playwrights, to populate their national 
canon.1 The year before, he had published the text “Talks on Sarugaku” 
(Sarugaku dangi 「申楽談義」), the title of which uses the pre-modern name 
for Noh, sarugaku.2 This was a collection of notes by Zeami’s son Motoyo-
shi 元能 (dates unknown) on Zeami’s teachings, including many historical 
observations. This corpus of texts, both Zeami’s writings and the Sarugaku 
dangi, showed that in addition to being a playwright, Zeami was also a per-
former, troupe leader, teacher, producer, and composer, who on the basis of 
his own experience reflected on the most effective ways to please an audi-
ence, in his case the political leaders of his age. He wrote the texts with an 

1. Although Zeami’s critical writings are commonly referred to as “treatises” (Tratakte), I 
follow Pininngton in using the more general term “writings” instead because “the formal, public 
and comprehensive connotations are inappropriate.” Pinnington 2006b, 4, note 10. Where 
this alternative runs the risk of vagueness, I have sought other solutions. On Meiji scholars’ 
desire for native playwrights, cf. Lee 2000. On the historical context in which Tōgo researched 
Noh and published Zeami’s writings, cf. Yokoyama 2004. A digitized edition of the 1909 
print edition by Yoshida Tōgo is available in the National Diet Library Digital Collections: 
Yoshida 1909. The manuscripts Yoshida consulted were lost in the 1923 Kantō earthquake, 
making Yoshida’s edition a key textual witness in subsequent editions of Zeami’s texts.

2. It was not until the Meiji period that sarugaku was renamed nōgaku 能楽, the source for the 
English designation Noh. That change can be traced to the establishment of the Noh Theater 
Society 能楽社 (Nōgakusha) in 1881 (Meiji 14). In preliminary proceedings, elder statesman 
Maeda Nariyasu 前田斉泰 (1811–1884) proposed renaming the art form nōgaku because the first 
character for sarugaku was “inappropriate.” Amano 2004, 37–8. Cf. Rath 2004, 222.
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intent to educate his successors about practical and aesthetic aspects of his 
art form and, in the form of handwritten documents, gave them in confi-
dence to male relatives. Their heirs copied and transmitted the manuscripts 
secretly over successive generations of performers, thereby creating a heri-
tage of text witnesses that Yoshida and subsequent editors consulted in pro-
ducing modern scholarly editions. 

Yoshida’s 1909 publication revolutionized the study of Noh history and 
literature by making the text of Zeami’s writings available for subsequent 
philological research and analysis. In preparing the text for print, Yoshida 
took the first step towards their subsequent “translations” to make them 
more accessible to his Meiji period contemporaries and to subsequent gen-
erations. This was a time when the Japanese language was rapidly changing 
to accommodate foreign concepts after the end of Japanese isolationism, but 
absorbing so many conceptual influences was not simple because for many 
concepts words needed to be created or existing ones redefined. Ōhashi 
Ryōsuke has explained this process elegantly:

The process through which Japan Europeanized itself, a process through 
which conversely the Japanese Japanized the European, is a typical process 
of translation, in which the original not only determines the contents of the 
translation, but also reveals itself in a translated form.3

Any process of translation in the sense of transference (Über-setzung, 
Lat. trans-ferre) from one language to another is more than an exchange of 
symbolic appearances. Because symbols, including language generally, are 
intimately tied to their meaning relative to their context, content as well as 
symbol shift and evolve under the influence of the change in context. This is 
also the case for Japanese texts that are “translated into modern Japanese,” a 
common practice in the analysis of premodern texts that recreates the texts 
to make them more accessible while simultaneously obscuring the original. 
This practice of modern translation continues to the present day. Each new 
translation into modern Japanese reveals the evolving nature of the modern 
Japanese language, new approaches to reading premodern texts, and new 
insights accumulated in scholarly study.

The first such translation of Zeami’s texts was Nose Asaji’s 能勢朝次 

3. Ōhashi 1999, 131.



252 | European Journal of Japanese Philosophy 5 • 2020

(1894–1955) annotated and commented edition of Zeami’s writings with 
extensive notes and analysis published as Commentary on Zeami’s Sixteen 
Collected Writings『世阿彌十六部集評釋』in 1940 and 1944. The two-vol-
ume edition includes a base text, annotations for Zeami’s unique vocabulary 
(語釋), a translation into modern language (口釋), and a freer textual expla-
nation and commentary (評). It has served as a step by step guide to the texts 
since its publication, and it contains an interpretation of Zeami’s thought 
that has influenced subsequent annotated editions and scholarly research. 

Among the terms that can be found in Nose’s modern translation of 
Zeami that are not found in Zeami’s text are “natural talent” (天稟) and 
“genius” (天才), which he used in translating and explaining Zeami’s dis-
cussion of skin, flesh, and bone in the text of “Attaining the Pursuit of the 
Flower” (Shikadō「至花道」). Some scholars even today mention this pas-
sage as a unique instance where Zeami wrote about “natural talent.”4 None-
theless, in the Meiji period the terms “genius” and “talent” and the related 
terms “artist” (美術家) and “author” (作者) were particularly popular in 
debates seeking to identify exceptional representatives in the history of art 
and literature. 

The representative authors of Japanese literary history were and are an 
exclusive selection of artists. Before the discovery of his critical writings 
for scholarly research, Zeami’s name was not menbidtioned among them. 
Scholars then believed he could not be described as an “author” or “genius.” 
For example, in a detailed account of the process by which Zeami became 
recognized as an artist, Yokoyama Tarō has revealed that scholars were skep-
tical that Zeami had the literary education necessary to write Noh plays.5 
He notes that even the literary quality of Noh plays was called into question 
because they had no “internal coherence.”6 However, after the texts’ publi-
cation in 1909, the word “genius” was repeatedly used to describe Zeami’s 
status in Japanese literary history and as an exceptional representative of Jap-

4. In English language scholarship, Pinnington refers to this section using the word “talent,” 
but qualifies the term as I will shortly show. Pinnington 2006a, 48 and Pinnington 2006b, 
126 and 149. Quinn makes a rather vague reference to “native ability” and “innate ability” but 
also includes a discussion of “talent” in her latter analysis of the same section. Quinn 2005, 103 
and 242–3.

5. Yokoyama 2004, 35–7.
6. Yokoyama 2004, 38–9.
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anese cultural history more broadly for synthesizing literature, music, and 
stage performance. Because Zeami’s critical writings demonstrated his intel-
lectual ability, they forced a reconsideration of his artistic work within the 
intellectual debate about genius at play in the Meiji period. 

Subsequently scholars outside Japan took up and reinforced this evalua-
tion of Zeami’s legacy using the term “genius.”7 However, Noel Pinnington 
has begun to raise doubts. He observes that Zeami’s notion of “natural tal-
ent” as it appears in the passage about skin, flesh, and bone is not “in any 
profound way rooted in the individual.”8 With that he appears to mean that 
the level of talent does not vary from one individual to the next. He relates 
the biblical “parable of the talents,” in which a master entrusts sums of 
money (talents as a monetary denomination though a metaphor for creative 
capacities even in the Bible) to his servants before he leaves on a journey. 
Upon his return, he rewards those servants who increased their money by 
trade and punished the servant who simply stored his share without put-
ting it to use.9 Pinnington explains that one interpretation of this narrative 
is that God gives different individuals differing levels of “innate capacity” 
or capability at birth but that all should develop the talents they receive.10 
As this paper will show, Meiji period efforts to populate the Japanese liter-
ary canon can only be explained using this notion. Zeami, for one, was ini-
tially denied entry into that canon because of an apparent lack of education, 
which was of course necessary to suitably develop innate talent. Only after 
the publication of his writings revealed the range and complexity of artistic 
tasks that he had engaged in was he praised as an artistic genius. 

Before Pinnington, Nose identified Zeami’s passage about skin, flesh, and 
bone as a textual instance in which Zeami discussed talent and genius. How-
ever, Medieval and perhaps pre-modern aesthetic thought generally did not 
locate talent as an essential quality rooted in individual personality. Instead, 
Pinnington suggests the general view at the time was that “the potential for 
mastery was impersonal, present in all who took the appropriate steps” and 
suggests a similarity to Buddha nature, the potential for enlightenment in 

7. Cf. Raz 1976, 269.
8. Pinnington 2006a, 48.
9. Pinnington 2006a, 48.
10. Pinnington 2006a, 48.
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all beings.11 In this paper, I hope to show that even Zeami’s alleged men-
tion of talent in his discussion of skin, flesh, and bone can rather be read 
as another formulation of a fundamental creative capacity common to all 
human beings and therefore also analogous to Buddha nature. I argue that 
modern and present-day readings of this passage as a discussion of natural 
talent or inborn capabilities are influenced by debates about canonization 
in the Meiji period. Central to those debates was the idea that only a true 
artist had the capacity to express an artistic idea in a coherent work of art. 
As I will show, the concept that an idea resided in great art influenced the 
formulation of an alternative, uniquely Japanese artistic mentality that in its 
use of Zeami’s writings deviates from a careful reading of the skin, flesh, and 
bone passage within the Buddhist worldview that colored Zeami’s linguistic 
environment.

Genius and zeami in the meiji period

A concept of author and artist influenced by European notions 
had evolved throughout the Meiji period before Zeami’s writings were pub-
lished. In May 1882, for example, the U.S. American born Tokyo Imperial 
University professor of philosophy and political economy Ernest Fenollosa 
(1853–1908) held a lecture for a group of influential art connoisseurs at the 
Dragon Pond Society (Ryūchikai 龍池会) that was published in Japanese 
translation under the title “The True Conception of the Fine Arts” later that 
same year. Fenollosa’s concept of art focused on the “idea” (妙想) guarantee-
ing the organic coherence or internal unity of a work of art.12 For Fenol-
losa, only “artists” are able to intuitively discern an artistic idea and to make 
an object that fully expresses that idea to its observers.13 J. Thomas Rimer 
has identified a Hegelian influence, but warns that “to dismiss the lecture 
as Hegel once or twice removed and Fenollosa an idiot savant would clearly 
be wide of the mark,” noting that Fenollosa’s strength was in his discerning 
assessment of and appeal to his audience’s interests.14 In that sense, Fenollosa 

11. Pinnington 2006a, 48.
12. Fenollosa 1882, 14.
13. Fenollosa 1882, 20.
14. Rimer 2002, 105.
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served as a translator of a vaguely Hegelian (or perhaps Aristotelian) notion 
of art for an audience who knew nothing of Idealism or Platonism.15 Because 
of the distance between the European and Japanese traditions at that time, I 
focus on the Meiji period development of notions related to “genius” rather 
than attempt to trace their indirect and uncited sources.

Fenollosa’s notion of art was soon applied to literature, which was itself 
a notion in flux. Haruo Shirane has shown that during the Meiji period the 
term “literature” shifted from the pre-modern meaning of learning from 
texts to first mean, broadly, literature as humanities and then, more narrowly, 
imaginative literature, thereby adopting the nineteenth-century European 
notion.16 In doing so, the European stress on drama, poetry, and the novel 
as high literature because of an attributed, inherent, artistic value informed 
a reconsideration of the Japanese canon.17 In Japan poetry had long been 
highly esteemed because of aristocratic interest in the imperial collections of 
waka poetry. A few novel-like texts were highly regarded before the modern 
era: The Tale of Genji was an example of the monogatari 物語 narrative genre 
that had received scholarly attention since the twelfth century not as a novel 
per se but as a model for poetic diction and imagery.18 Japanese scholars, crit-
ics, and writers reflected on the concept of the novel as high literature for 
their own tradition and creative work. 

The literary scholar and translator Tsubouchi Shōyō 坪内逍遥 (1859–
1935) cited Fenollosa’s talk in his influential treatise on the modern novel 
The Essence of the Novel, which was first published in nine parts between 
1885 and 1886.19 Tamio Kaneda has noted that because Fenollosa’s audience 
lacked familiarity with European aesthetics, Fenollosa’s use of the word 
“idea” would have confused them.20 This confusion becomes apparent in 
Tsubouchi’s critique of Fenollosa. Tsubouchi considered literature a form of 

15. Rimer 2002, 105.
16. Shirane also describes a parallel to a similar change in European notions of “literature.” 

Shirane 2002, 6.
17. Shirane 2002, 7.
18. Shirane 2002, 7.
19. Tsubouchi 1887a, 1. Cf. Twine n.d. Bruno Lewin notes another inf luence on The 

Essence of the Novel from an anonymous article in Chamber’s Encyclopedia on “Rhetoric and 
Belles Lettres” (「修辞及華文」). Lewin 2001, 69–70.

20. Kaneda 2001, 60.
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art, thereby situating literature within the theoretical framework that Fenol-
losa had introduced with his talk. Where Tsubouchi could not follow Fenol-
losa was, as Tsubouchi put it, that the purpose of art lies in its “noble ideas”  
(高尚なる妙想).21 Tsubouchi understood “idea” to mean something “use-
ful in human education.”22 As such, he saw ideas as a hinderance to artists, 
who with the aim of inspiring their audiences to do good things could ply 
their craft only according to an intentional “design.”23 Instead, novels should 
attend to “human feelings” with a secondary focus on social conditions 
and customs.24 To do so, the author should emphasize feelings and take a 
stance of mere observation and objective depiction with respect to social 
conditions and customs.25 For Tsubouchi, the author is a passive medium, 
who dispassionately reveals people’s inner thoughts and emotions. About 
“genius” he wrote that the quality of a literary work is determined by its 
author’s “inborn capacity” and many authors “without a natural gift of 
capacity” (天賦の才なき) cannot make up for that lack by learning the rules 
of composition, which he then proceeded to enumerate.26 Although Tsub-
ouchi mentioned an inborn capability in the artist, he evaluated that ability 
retrospectively on the basis of the work of art rather than elaborating on the 
character of the artist. 

A few years later, Tsubouchi found his notion of idea put to the test in 
a debate with the novelist and translator Mori Ōgai 森 鷗外 (1862–1922). 
In the 1891 article “The Hidden Ideas of Waseda Bungaku,” Ōgai criticized 

21. Tsubouchi 1887a, 2; Cf. Twine n.d. Kaneda has written that Tsubouchi’s criticism 
hinged on the use of “purpose” in the Japanese translation of Fenollosa’s talk. Kaneda 2001, 
64. Because Fenollosa’s English original does not exist, however, it is unclear what the source 
for that translation might have been.

22. Tsubouchi 1887a, 2; Cf. Twine n.d. In this point, Tsubouchi uses terminology from 
Ōuchi Seiran 大内青巒 (1845–1918). Saitō Satoru has indicated that Tsubouchi was attempting 
to differentiate the moral potential of realistic literature from the didacticism (勧善懲悪) 
prevalent in popular novels at the time. Saitō 2010, 51.

23. Tsubouchi 1887a, 2; Cf. Twine n.d.
24. Tsubouchi 1887a, 19; Cf. Twine n.d. Saitō notes that although the backbone of The 

Essence of the Novel is a “commitment to verisimilitude and criticism of didactic framework,” 
this stance was not new at that time. Saitō 2010, 37 

25. Tsubouchi 1887a, 21; Cf. Twine n.d.
26. Tsubouchi 1887b, 3; Cf. Twine n.d. Therein, he uses an expression 生まれ得たる that 

in its character usage is very similar to Zeami’s “inborn” (生得), of which he was as yet unaware.
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Tsubouchi by drawing on German aesthetic arguments from Eduard von 
Hartmann (1842–1906).27 Tsunemichi Kambayashi describes Hartman’s 
influence on Ōgai’s concept of “idea:” both differentiated between an 
“individual idea” that is in itself not beautiful unless it refers to a universal, 
abstract idea or “formal beauty.”28 Ōgai thus reestablished the significance 
of the universal in the identification of beauty and differentiated between 
personal notions and seemingly Platonic formal ideas.

These notions of literary art informed subsequent appraisals of Noh 
libretti. According to Yokoyama the requirement that a completed work 
must, like an organism, have internal coherence prevented Noh from being 
included among the grand works of Japanese national literature.29 By this 
time, Noh had become a respectable performing art form due to efforts by 
Iwakura Tomomi 岩倉具視 (1825–1883) to use it as official diplomatic enter-
tainment.30 Nonetheless, literary scholars Mikami Sanji 三上参次 (1865–
1939) and Takatsu Kuwasaburō 高津鍬三郎 (1864–1921) wrote in their 1890 
(Meiji 23) survey A History of Japanese Literature (『日本文学史』) that only 
monks would have been able to write Noh plays.31 Zeami and his father were 
responsible merely for setting texts to music.32 

In the first volume of Noh Plays Annotated (『謡曲通解』) published two 
years later, Ōwada Tateki 大和田建樹 (1857–1910) took the same stance on 
authorship, saying Kan’ami and Zeami were responsible for the most per-
fect examples, but their role did not cover authorship of the poetic texts.33 
According to these scholars, the authors of Noh plays could not be called 
“geniuses” and even attributions of authorship were made only to those with 

27. Cf. Lewin 2001, 77–8.
28. Tsunemichi 2002, 111. Lewin also mentions other influences on Ōgai, such as Johannes 

Volkelt (1848–1930), Otto Liebmann (1840–1912), Karl Groos (1861–1946), and Heinrich 
Freiherr von Stein (1857–1887), among others. Lewin 2001, 84–8. 

29. Yokoyama 2004, 40.
30. Iwakura identified Noh as an appropriate performing art for diplomatic purposes after an 

official invitation to a performance at the Paris opera in 1872. He set a precedence for using Noh 
performances in diplomatic work when he invited former U.S. president Ulysses S. Grant to a 
performance at his private residence in 1879. Rath 2004, 220–1.

31. Mikami and Takatsu 1890, 153–5.
32. Mikami and Takatsu 1890, 153–5. Yokoyama notes an influence from Konakamura 

Kiyonori’s『歌舞音楽略史』. Yokoyama 2004, 36.
33. Ōwada 1892, 8.
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a literary education that Zeami allegedly had not had. Social class clearly 
played a role in this evaluation. 

As a professional performer, Zeami had been a member of the low-
est social class in his society. However, research has since revealed that he 
enjoyed patronage from the highest political officials of his era and was 
privy to one of the best possible educations as an acolyte (稚児) at the sub-
temple Sonshōin at Tōdai-ji in Nara, where he learned among many things 
the poetic forms well enough to impress the powerful aristocratic politician 
and poet Nijō Yoshimoto 二条良基 (1320–1388). A letter to the abbot of 
Sonshōin that was introduced to Noh researchers at a conference in 1965 
relates as much.34

The prevailing stance in the Meiji period questioning Zeami’s ability as 
an author was contested by some non-Japanese scholar or scholars, whose 
influence led to the establishment of the Noh Literature Research Society 
(能楽文学研究会) in 1904 at Waseda University. In his history of mod-
ern research, Ikeuchi Nobuyoshi 池内信喜 (1858–1934) reported that co-
founder and early president of Waseda University and politician Takada 
Sanae 高田早苗 (1860–1938) received the impetus to foster native scholar-
ship for the society’s creation from foreigners’ observations that “there is 
nothing as perfect in Japanese literature as Noh.”35 

The interest Takada referred to was likely in part from Fenollosa, whose 
manuscript translations of Noh plays, begun in collaboration with Eng-
lish literature scholar Hirata Tokuboku 平田禿木 (1873–1943), were later 
revised and published by the U.S. American poet Ezra Pound (1885–1972) 
in 1914 and 1916.36 Fenollosa allegedly received an introduction to Noh 
chanting (utai) in Tokyo in 1883 from the performer Umewaka Minoru 梅
若 実 (1828–1909) and studied with him regularly from 1896 to 1901 with 
the goal of publishing translated plays in mind.37 In his essay “Notes on the 
Japanese Lyric Drama” published in the Journal of the American Oriental 
Society in 1901, Fenollosa described Noh as “pure art” that in its brevity and 

34. Momose 1998, 1.
35. Ikeuchi 1926, 1.
36. For information on Hirata Tokuboku’s involvement, see Miyake 1994, xviii-xix. On the 

basis of this information, Preston speaks of Fenollosa-Hirata-Pound translations. Preston 
2016, 36.

37. Miyake 1994, xviii.
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concentration reveals a “single emotional theme.”38 Fenollosa thus identi-
fied a primarily emotional “idea” in Noh plays, although he also touched 
on “the peaceful ideal” of plays about the imperial court in the tenth cen-
tury, the “upheaval” of warrior plays, the “law of human intercourse with 
the spirit world” of plays on Shinto topics, the “healthy morality of nor-
mal human relations” of plays on Buddhist or social topics, and the “aes-
thetic” plays, which include “the pathetic beauty of an insane soul” or “the 
spirit of the wild chrysanthemum flower materializing as a beautiful boy.”39 
Fenollosa thus had no difficulty identifying what he might have considered 
“ideas” in the plays. Further, he questioned prevailing Japanese scholarship 
by writing,

Modern Japanese are inclined to ascribe the new texts [composed in the 
fifteenth century] to Buddhist priests. But after the start I think there is 
reason to believe that some of the actors themselves composed the entire 
pieces: text, music, and action.… The great actors of the three generations at 
Kioto, and under the direct patronage of the Ashikaga Shoguns, composed 
or re-adapted most of the plays now extant, before the end of the fifteenth 
century.40

Fenollosa had a premonition that Kan’ami and Zeami should not be 
underestimated, but on this point his voice became lost in the crowd. Upon 
surveying the work of nineteenth century English translators of Noh plays, 
Ayako Miyake has observed that W. G. Ashton, Basil Chamberlain, Francis 
Brinkley, and Marie C. Stopes did not share Fenollosa’s skepticism.41 Fur-
thermore, Fenollosa had returned to the U.S. in 1900 and therefore could 
not attend meetings of the Noh Literature Research Society. 

Noël Péri (1865–1922) was the only foreigner among the attendees of the 
first meeting of the Noh Literature Research Society, along with Takada 
Sanae, Haga Yaichi, Kume Kunitake, Yoshida Tōgo, Tsubouchi Shōyō, and 

38. Fenollosa 1901, 130.
39. Fenollosa 1901, 134–135.
40. Fenollosa 1901, 132.
41. Miyake 1994, xix. Pinnington mentions Jacob Raz’s work on Zeami in claiming that 

calling him a genius is a “domestication, or absorption into the European tradition,” suggesting 
that scholars of the European tradition were the first to call him a genius. Pinnington 2006b, 
5–6. This paper argues otherwise.
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Igarashi Chikara, to name a few.42 Péri, a former Catholic missionary, taught 
organ music, harmonics, composition, and musical form at the Tokyo Con-
servatory of Music and directed, conducted, and staged the first perfor-
mance of an opera in Japan, Chistoph Willibald Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice 
in Japanese translation, in 1903.43 Bandō Aiko reports that at the second 
monthly meeting of the society, Péri elaborated on the high literary quality 
of Noh as poetic drama.44 He also translated a few Noh plays into French 
that were published in 1913 and 1920 in the Bulletin de l’École française 
d’Extrême-Orient. Péri’s voice, too, was one of praise for Noh literature.

Despite such foreign praise and Takada’s hope that Japanese scholarship 
might reconsider the prevailing view, many of the Japanese members of the 
Noh Literature Research Society remained dismissive of the literary qual-
ity of Noh scripts. As late as 1906, Tsubouchi derided a lack of originality 
and no internal coherence in Noh libretti.45 In a halfhearted defense of Noh 
as a performing art form, the Noh scholar and historian Kume Kunitake  
久米邦武 (1839–1931), who had served as secretary to Iwakura on his diplo-
matic mission to North America and Europe, also belittled Noh libretti as 
patchwork literature because they were stitched together from older literary 
texts.46 Although allusion was esteemed in aristocratic poetic forms, these 
scholars found it inappropriate in dramatic literature. This double standard 
is another indication perhaps that the social class of the author informed 
evaluations of his or her “genius.” 

The publication of zeami’s critical writings

After Yoshida Tōgo, a diligent researcher for the Noh Literature 
Research Society, edited and published the “Talks on Sarugaku” in 1908, 
public opinion about Zeami shifted. When Yoshida presented his work to 
the Noh Literature Research Society, he claimed:

42. Ikeuchi 1926, 1–2.
43. Bandō 2018, 24–5, 26.
44. Bandō 2018, 27.
45. Yokoyama 2004, 38–9.
46. Yokoyama 2004, 39.
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I not only recommend this text to educated people engaged in Noh in a gen-
eral way but also desire to see historians and literary scholars more broadly rely-
ing on this book especially in the task of deciding Zeami’s place in literature.47

Yoshida continued by explaining, “In short, [“Talks on Sarugaku”] makes 
sufficiently clear that Zeami must be mentioned in the history of Japanese 
literature as an author.”48 A reconsideration of Zeami’s ability as a writer was 
set in motion. A few months later someone writing under the name Unzan-
sei 雲山生 for the society journal focused specifically on the section “How 
to Write Noh” (能書く様) to confirm that Zeami was indeed the author of 
play libretti.49 With the subsequent publication of Zeami’s own writings, the 
reappraisal of his status went a step further.

One member of the society to dramatically change his stance was Tsub-
ouchi, who praised Yoshida for his work in promoting Zeami’s writings. In 
a eulogy for Yoshida after his death in 1918, Tsubouchi wrote that scholars 
should reconsider Zeami as more than merely a “literary compiler” but 
clearly taking care not to call him an “author.”50 Instead he called Zeami a 
performer, composer, and stage director.51 Because Zeami filled and inte-
grated all of these roles in his artistic work, Tsubouchi insisted that Zeami 
was “a worthy genius who may even be designated our nation’s Wagner.”52 In 
an 1891 “Commentary on Macbeth,” he had claimed that “Shakespeare is a 
larger version of our own Chikamatsu.”53 Tsubouchi differentiated Zeami’s 
artistry from that of playwright Chikamatsu by calling him a genius for his 
ability to synthesize music, literature, and performance.

That stance was echoed in subsequent surveys of Japanese literary history. 
Igarashi Chikara 五十嵐 力 (1874–1947), a literary scholar and member of 
the Noh Literature Research Society, wrote in his 1912 publication of a New 
History of National Literature (『新国文学史』) that Zeami’s critical writings 
provide

47. Quoted in Yokoyama 2004, 28.
48. Quoted in Yokoyama 2004, 28.
49. Cf. Yokoyama 2004, 29.
50. Quoted in Yokoyama 2004, 40.
51. Quoted in Yokoyama 2004, 40.
52. Quoted in Yokoyama 2004, 40.
53. Tsubouchi 1990, 184. For more information about Chikamatsu and dramatic literature 

in the Meiji period, cf. Lee 2000.
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proof of not only an author who should be compared to Shakespeare, 
Molière, and even Wagner, but also [someone who] took on the role of a per-
former and did both of these with unusual genius. If the two further aspects 
of libretti composition and art criticism are added, the only person then and 
now, far and wide to whom he might be compared is the singular [Richard] 
Wagner.54

This was not the first comparison between Noh and Wagnerian opera, 
but it shows that Zeami and Richard Wagner were being compared with 
respect to their skills in the musical performing arts. Igarashi emphasized, 
however, that Zeami, like the European counterparts in the comparison, 
had “unusual genius” (稀有の天才), thereby emphasizing the extraordinari-
ness of his creative capabilities.

Igarashi also admired Muromachi period literature as “patchwork lit-
erature” (綴線文学), reclaiming Kume’s former derision of Noh libretti as 
a characteristic virtue of all literature at that time, of which Noh was the 
greatest example.55 This description of all Muromachi literary forms as 
patchwork made the question about their inherent ideas even more pressing 
for some literary scholars.56 Within Noh, Igarashi identified an aged sense 
of beauty called sabi, which highlights the transience of existence, that pre-
cisely fit what he described as the simple lifestyle and splendid aspirations 
of the warriors of that age.57 Aligning Noh libretti with a martial ideal of 
austerity and transience sparked reconsiderations of Zeami as an author but 
left the question of inner coherence wide open.

Nose on genius in zeami

Nose Asaji was of a younger generation than the aforementioned 
scholars. He was not involved in the debate about Zeami’s genius in the late 

54. Igarashi 1912, 402. This quotation reveals that Raz is not the first Zeami scholar to 
compare him to Molière and Shakespeare. Raz 1976, 259.

55. Igarashi 1912, 392.
56. Oscar Benl seeks to ensure the inner coherence of linked poetry (連歌 renga) by claiming 

that participants in renga gatherings had to forget their individuality in order to immerse 
themselves in “a greater unity” (eine höhere Einheit) of the communal creative act. Benl 1954, 
449–50.

57. Igarashi 1912, 394.
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Meiji period, although he lived through that era, including the discovery of 
Zeami’s critical writings. As a scholar of Japanese literature and history, he 
would have been familiar with the debate about the artistic value of Japanese 
art and literature. As a scholar of Zeami and Noh drama, his interest would 
have specifically lain in descriptions of Zeami as a genius, which clearly 
served his own purposes in making his research on early Noh relevant and 
important.

In his interpretation of Zeami’s writings, Nose was also influenced by 
scholars other than those mentioned thus far. Yokoyama Tarō has noted 
in his own analysis of Nose’s annotations of the texts that Nose attended 
classes by Nishida Kitarō during his studies at the University of Kyoto and 
had from that time a copy of Edmund Husserl’s Ideas that was full of margi-
nalia.58 Yokoyama also notes that Watsuji Tetsurō might have had an influ-
ence on Nose, or it might have been the other way around.59 Whether these 
sources also influenced Nose’s thoughts on genius lies beyond the scope of 
this paper, but the Meiji period debates certainly laid the groundwork for 
Nose’s interest in the topic of genius.

In his annotations on Zeami’s writings, Nose mentions “genius” in his 
discussion of skin, flesh, and bone in “Attaining the Pursuit of the Flower.” 
In that discussion, Zeami wrote about a “substrate” (下地) in each performer 
that is separate, first, from that performer’s training in the basics of perfor-
mance, which for him were song and dance, and, second, from the outward 
perception of the performance.60 The inborn substrate, he wrote, is bone  
(骨), whereas training in the technical aspects of song and dance is flesh (肉) 
and external perception is skin (皮). 

I wish to show that the Noh scholar Nose Asaji read this passage to sug-
gest that substrate is an essential attribute of the artist because it refers to 
the initial conditions of unique personal identity. Nose gave the following 
reading of the passage:

58. Yokoyama 2005, 133.
59. Yokoyama 2005, 136.
60. Omote 1974, 116. Note that citations of Zeami’s critical writings are taken from the 

current standard edition edited by Omote Akira. Although Omote’s edition for the Nihon shisō 
taikei relayed the philological foundation for research on Zeami’s writings, his annotations rely 
heavily on Nose’s interpretations.
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First being endowed with talent (天稟) acquired at birth, that inborn power 
of talent (天稟力) that naturally produces a master (自然と上手になる), when 
[it] appears in art, must be called bone.61 

Nose emphasized the word “talent,” using it to translate both “substrate” 
as such and “auspicious power” (随力) as “power of talent,” and added an 
extra clause to emphasize the interchangeability of these two terms. Nose’s 
further elaboration reveals that he focused on the person rather than speak-
ing of mastery in general, for he writes that “to become a truly renowned 
person requires the quality of talent (天稟的な素質).”62 He then used this 
passage to oppose proponents of “discipline of practice” (修行鍛錬) or the 
“universal [reward] of effort” (努力万能), admitting that he is himself “mer-
ciless” (惨酷) in his basic assumption that “in art the quality of genius plays 
an extremely large role.”63 Here he used the word “genius” instead of “talent,” 
revealing that he used these words more or less interchangeably.64 

In his elaboration about bone, Nose did make comments that are useful 
for the purposes of this paper. For him, bone describes an “internal, embry-
onic thing” that must be acted upon by “an external power,” namely effort 
in education and training, to grow and unfold.65 In this formulation, Nose 
suggested a similarity between “substrate” and Zeami’s botanical metaphor, 
which I will address in the next section. As a whole, however, this descrip-
tion reveals his reading of the interaction between bone and flesh: Just as 
mere effort will not produce celebrity, mere talent or genius will not do so 
either. Both are necessary. Subsequently, I will show why I would replace tal-
ent or genius with their connotations of exclusivity as previously discussed 
with a more fundamental capacity for creativity.

61. Nose 1940, 460.
62. Nose 1940, 465.
63. Nose 1940, 465.
64. Omote Akira uses only the word “talent” (天稟) in his annotations to the above passage 

in his edition of Zeami’s critical texts for the Nihon shisō taikei anthology, which nonetheless 
parallels Nose’s word choice closely: “As a result of being endowed with inborn talent, when a 
power of talent naturally appears in art by a masterful performer (上手の為手).” Omote 1974, 
116, note on 下地の生得.

65. Nose 1940, 465.



McGaughey: Is Creativity Divine or Earthly? | 265

Zeami on substrate

The phrase “skin, flesh, and bone” can be found throughout 
the Buddhist canon, meaning a complete personality, including not only 
the physical body but also thoughts and actions. It is also found in poetic 
theory, such as “A Fool’s Secret Notes” (『愚秘抄』) attributed to Fujiwara 
Teika.66 For Zeami, the three elements factor in an audience’s perception of 
a successful performance. He clearly conceived this scheme within the con-
text of performance as an ideal of masterful performance because he claimed 
a great master should be able to align all three elements but that no actual 
performer is able to do so.67 Nose’s use of the word “genius” appears in his 
interpretation of Zeami’s description of bone. Zeami writes about bone,

First there is an acquisition at birth that is a substrate and is called bone 
when an audience perceives a spontaneously emerging auspicious power in [a 
performance by] a master.68

The word “substrate” modifies “innate acquisition” or “acquisition at 
birth” (生得). Earlier in the same text, Zeami speaks of “a substrate that 
is acquired at birth,” thereby switching the pair of terms around to have 
“acquisition at birth” modify “foundation.”69 This flexibility suggests an 
area of overlapping meaning: innate acquisition is a foundation and foun-
dation is an innate acquisition. Indeed, as Buddhist vocabulary, “substrate” 
or “foundation” (Ch. xiàdì) means not only preparation or groundwork 
but also innate quality or aptitude, and “innate acquisition” (Ch. shēngdé) 
means innately endowed and the opposite of an ability acquired through 
active practice. 

66. This seems to be an indirect source for Zeami’s use of the terms; indirect because Zeami 
probably had little access to such texts. The Guhishō text provides examples of one poet for 
each of the three parts. However, there too, no one poet can combine all three aspects and only 
Kūkai’s calligraphy combines all three. Tanaka 1976, 106, note 15.

67. Hare 2008, 134 and 135. Omote 1974, 116.
68. Omote 1974, 116. I retranslated this passage and most of my citations of Zeami’s texts 

because in the most recent and only complete translation, Tom Hare, too, reads substrate as 
“natural talent.” Cf. Hare 2008, 135.

69. Omote 1974, 113. In both of these sentences, the particle no between the two terms 
functions as an adnominal. Hare translates this formulation as “innate artistic grounding.” 
Hare 2008, 131.
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Zeami uses these two terms independently of each other as well. In 
“Transmitting Ambience and Flower” Zeami comments that the reason 
some mediocre actors are lauded as very good is that in “all things” profi-
ciency can be identified in “the area of innate acquisition” (生得得たる所).70 
This can be read to mean that in any of the arts creatively able beings might 
be able to apply their fundamental, innate capacity for creativity to appear 
proficient in one thing or another. “Substrate” in turn appears in “Mirroring 
the Flower” as congruent with “vessel” (器量, Jp. kiryō, Ch. qìliáng), another 
Buddhist term that means the physical capacity of a vessel or container and 
metaphorically a person’s physical or mental capacities as in abilities.71 The 
passage from “Attaining the Pursuit of the Flower” quoted above can thus 
be read to mean that a masterful performer might on the basis of a funda-
mental, innate aptitude produce an unusual power to fascinate audiences. 

Furthermore, Zeami’s use of the formulation “substrate,” a compound of 
two characters meaning “below” and “earth,” suggests a metaphor that is dia-
metrically opposed to the Japanese word for “genius,” which uses characters 
meaning “heaven” and “competence” or “aptitude.” I intentionally use the 
word “substrate” because it can describe the surface on which an organism 
grows, i.e. the earth. Perhaps Zeami’s most famous metaphor for success-
ful performances is the flower or blossom (花). The word may be found in 
the titles of many of his critical texts: “Transmitting Ambience and Flower”  
(「風姿花伝」), “Selections from Learning the Flower” (「花習内抜書」), 
“Mirroring the Flower” (「花鏡」), “Attaining the Pursuit of the Flower”  
(「至花道」), “Polishing the Jewel and Gaining the Flower” (「拾玉得花」), 
or “Reflection on the Flower” (「却来華」). In his earliest text, “Transmit-
ting Ambience and Flower,” he uses it to talk about the transient success or 
“transient flower” (時分の花) of a beautiful young performer in compari-
son to the true success or “real flower” (まことの花) of a master later in life.72 

70. Omote 1974, 32. Hare leaves out the word “innate” in his translation of this sentence, 
referring only to “a certain kind of proficiency.” Hare 2008, 42.

71. Omote 1974, 94. Hare translates “vessel” as “talent.” Hare 2008, 109. “Vessel” also 
appears in the final segment of “An Effective Vision of Learning the Vocation of Fine Play in 
Performance” (「遊楽習道風見」). Omote 1974, 166–7. Hare 2008, 186–8. For a treatment of 
“vessel” as a state beyond dualistic thinking, Cf. Quinn 2005, 277–84.

72. Omote 1974, 16, 17, 18, and 19. Hare translates the term as “true flower,” “fullest flowering 
of your art,” and “authentic flower of your talent.” Hare 2008, 27, 29, 29, and 30.
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Zeami thus sought to establish the authority of practice as a lifelong pur-
suit in an art form that dealt in sexual appeal to please patrons.73 Instead 
of physical beauty, he highlighted the significance of accumulating practical 
skills for producing a wide range of artistic effects onstage. In the last chap-
ter of “Transmitting Ambience and Flower,” the metaphor functions well to 
describe the broad repertoire a performer needs to please audiences at any 
given time as the many seeds that blossom in the different seasons of the year.74 

To describe the way in which an audience experiences the flower, how-
ever, the botanical metaphor has the flexibility to be used in a hermeneutics 
or “psychology of audience response,” to use Arthur Thornhill’s words, or 
“a process of reception,” to use Shelley Fenno Quinn’s.75 In “Transmitting 
Ambience and Flower,” flower is equated with “novelty” or “rarity” (珍しき) 
and “interest” (面白しき).76 Later in life, Zeami shifted his emphasis from 
the practical prowess necessary for producing novelty to an actor’s “inner 
awareness.”77 In his late text “Polishing the Jewel and Gaining the Flower,” 
he explained the relationship between these as the relationship between 
“wonderfulness” (妙), an audience’s speechless anticipation; “flower,” the 
subsequent surprise when something appears; and “interest,” the reflected 
understanding of the whole experience.78 

Zeami’s botanical metaphor has three influences. The metaphor may be 
found in the tradition of poetic theory, the first and perhaps also the most 
famous of which, although it does not mention the flower, is in the Japanese 
preface to the Collection of Japanese Poems of Ancient and Modern Times  
(『古今和歌集』, 905) by Ki no Tsurayuki 紀貫之 (872–945), in which the 
human mind (心、こころ) is a seed and the myriad words are leaves growing 
on the various things in the human environment. The metaphor may also 

73. Pinnington 2006a, 36.
74. Omote 1974, 55ff. Cf. Hare 2008, 64ff.
75. Thornhill 1990, 52. Quinn 2005, 215.
76. Omote 1974, 55. Cf. Hare 2008, 64.
77. Pinnington 2006a, 40.
78. Omote 1974, 188. Cf. Thornhill 1990, 52. Hare and Quinn translate “wonderfulness” 

as the more literary “the wondrous.” Hare 2008, 210. Quinn 2005, 222. Pinnington explains 
the religious and artistic uses of the term “wonderfulness” and prefers the religious due to 
Zeami’s use of the Buddhist formula, the wonderful “is what cuts off the activities of words, is 
unthinkable, the cessation of the movements of the mind.” Pinnington 2006a, 41.
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be found in theories about linked poetry by Nijō Yoshimoto, with whom 
Zeami composed linked poetry as a boy. In his 1383 A Most Secret Text on 
Ten Questions (『十問最秘抄』), Yoshimoto emphasizes the equal necessity of 
flower, referring to mind, and fruit, referring to words.79 

Matsuoka Shinpei has shown that flowers were also an important political 
symbol for Zeami’s most powerful patron, the shogun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu 
(1358–1408), who had his Muromachi palace gardens planted with famous 
blossoming trees, who surrounded himself with young male companions 
(chigo) conventionally called flowers, and for whom Nijō Yoshimoto devel-
oped flower arranging contests in the tradition of poetry contests.80 

A third influence on Zeami’s botanical metaphor is from the Buddhist 
tradition. Zeami cites a poem from the Platform Sutra (eighth to thirteenth 
century) by the sixth patriarch Huineng 惠能 ( Jp. Enō) in his earliest text, 
the “Transmitting Ambience and Flower.”81 This citation foreshadows 
Zeami’s increasing fascination in his later work with the internal workings 
of the actor and includes mention of “ground” or “earth” in its metaphor.

The ground of the heart contains the seeds of being
and once the teachings fall like rain, flowers grow.
Once enlightenment about blossoming awareness is achieved,
the Bodhi fruit spontaneously matures.82

All beings have the potential (seed) for enlightenment (fruit) deep 
within themselves. Achieving enlightenment, however, requires exposure to 
the teachings (rain) and time to train (grow) and develop knowledge of the 
implications of the teachings for a full momentary awareness of the present 
(flower, blossom). That awareness of the present will, of itself, develop into 
enlightenment (fruit). That which contains the potential for enlightenment, 
i.e. the seeds that will eventually produce fruit, is the ground of the heart or 
“mind ground.” “Mind ground” is the true mind or Buddha nature that all 
earthly beings are endowed with at birth. In other words, “mind ground” is 

79. Ijichi 1953, 141–2.
80. Matsuoka 2008, 4–6.
81. This version of the poem differs from both versions (Tun-Huang and Kōsh-ji editions) in 

Yampolsky’s translation of the Platform Sutra: Yampolsky 1967, 26, 28, 178, and 178 note 274. 
For the source of Zeami’s quotation (the Tokui edition), see Ōnishi 2000, 184 and 190 note 4.

82. Omote 1974, 37. Hare 2008, 46.
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required for enlightenment, but all sentient living things have it as a con-
dition of their existence and interaction with the world. Therefore, in the 
Buddhist context, all beings and not only those select few with a heavenly 
endowed gift hold in their substrate the capacity for enlightenment.

Zeami surely did not mean to say that all sentient beings might be suc-
cessful performers. By referring to Buddha nature, Zeami could emphasize 
that his artistic occupation is a lifelong path or way.83 Only those capable 
of embarking on and following the path held the potential for being suc-
cessful performers. Indeed, Zeami was not arguing that all living things 
can perform successfully. He only looked for heirs among male relatives of 
the next generation. Furthermore, Japanese definitions of Buddha nature 
vary to sometimes include only a few or all sentient beings or even all sen-
tient and non-sentient beings.84 In the late text “Polishing the Jewel and 
Gaining the Flower,” Zeami discusses the “consummation” of potential 
as a fluent, rhythmical progression and explains that all things, including 
sentient and non-sentient beings, have a part in it.85 The implied potential 
is a rhythmical order that the whole world in its diversity takes part in. 
He gives as examples the twittering of birds and the chirping of insects.86 
Therefore, each phenomenon has its own part to play in the whole natural 
system; so, too, actors.87 For Zeami, only (male) human beings born into a 
family of sarugaku performers had the potential to become a master actor 
like himself.88

Zeami uses the Huineng poem to talk not about the potential for 
enlightenment but rather about creative capacities, expanding on his idea 

83. Pinnington 2006a, 36.
84. For a discussion on the five obstructions and three poisons of delusion that some Jap-

anese Buddhists misidentified as reasons why women could not obtain enlightenment as well as 
medieval Japanese narratives celebrating female enlightenment, cf. Abé 2015. On the theme in 
many Noh plays that plants can gain enlightenment, cf. Poulton 1997.

85. Omote 1974, 191. Hare 2008, 215.
86. Omote 1974, 191. Hare 2008, 215.
87. Quinn discusses Zeami’s use of Buddha nature in her discussion of the Shūgyoku tokka 

passage but does not connect that to Zeami’s understanding of the source of creativity. Quinn 
2005, 232.

88. In order to suggest a broader applicability of Zeami’s ideas, subsequent references are to 
human beings rather than exclusively to men. Indeed, there are many women who have followed 
the Noh path.
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that a performer must have a large repertoire to draw on in order to pro-
duce impressions of novelty in his patrons. He explains that the heart or 
mind able to learn and perfect the practical aspects of performance, i.e. imi-
tation and gestures, is analogous to the seed of the flowering plant.89 First 
the seeds must be known in order to come to know the flower.90 Then, he 
identifies the heart or mind as the flower and the seeds as the practical tech-
niques for performance.91 In identifying the heart or mind with the flower, 
Zeami followed Nijō Yoshimoto’s lead.92 The heart contains the ground in 
which seeds are planted and reveals itself in performances as the flower, 
while the seeds, i.e. the practical aspects of the performance, remain hidden 
in the ground. 

For Zeami, the botanical metaphor in Huineng’s poem describes how 
moments in which a performer successfully affects the hearts of audiences 
are transient, but the larger his repertoire of seeds, the more likely he can 
take advantage of the conditions during any given performance. Pinning-
ton connects this idea back to Zeami’s discussion of the real flower when he 
explains that having such an extensive mastery of performance techniques 
was the source or seed of the real flower, which is able to repeatedly produce 
novelty.93 However, the source of that ability lay not in a heavenly anointed 
portion of “talent” acquired from a heavenly source at birth, but in a capac-
ity that all human beings have. That fundamental capacity was analogous to 
Buddha nature, the source of Buddhist enlightenment. Hence, the funda-
mental creative capacity that is the source of artistic success is also found in 
all human beings.

Once the way in which genius operates is established, the next question 
is, what is the goal, i.e. what does a successful performance look like. Zeami 
speaks about the perfection of skin, flesh, and bone in a long-winded pas-
sage at the end of the section on the topic. There, he recaps that the develop-
ment of substrate is bone, expertise in dance and song is flesh, and the ability 
to evoke yūgen is skin. Yūgen is a quality of highly cultivated and graceful 

89. Omote 1974, 37. Hare 2008, 46.
90. Omote 1974, 37. Hare 2008, 46.
91. Omote 1974, 37. Hare 2008, 46.
92. Cf. note 80.
93. Pinnington 2006a, 38.
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yet secretive or mysterious beauty customarily found in aristocrats’ behavior 
and poetic language use but applicable to the performance of any character.94 
In “Attaining the Pursuit of the Flower” Zeami warned that the current sho-
gun, Ashikaga Yoshimochi, criticized any fault he found in performances 
and preferred “elegant plays” (幽曲, yūkyoku), a term that includes the first 
character of yūgen (幽玄).95 This shows that the aesthetic called yūgen had 
particular relevance to him when he wrote about skin, flesh, and bone. 
Zeami continues that merely acquiring the three elements of skin, flesh, and 
bone does not mean they are “aligned.” 

The rank called alignment is found in refining the auspicious style (隋風) in 
all its aspects; attaining the highest expertise, and easily achieving the rank 
of effect in nothingness (無風) that appears in performance as a style that is 
utterly interesting and that [causes] the audience to forget itself in the won-
derful appearance (妙見).96

The rank called alignment requires performers to achieve not only the 
highest expertise but also the effect in nothingness.97 Performances with 
effect in nothingness cause audiences to forget themselves in their enjoy-
ment of the moment. The ability to precipitate an experience at the edge 
of awareness—where the self dissolves into the whole of an experience—is 
none other than an ability to mediate an experience of wonderfulness for an 
audience. This is where some interpretations emphasize that Zeami’s goal in 
discussing skin, flesh, and bone thus may not be to communicate a universal 
idea but rather to purge audience members’ minds of ideas. 

94. Omote 1974, 97–98. Hare 2008, 112–113.
95. Omote 1974, 118. In referring to Yoshimochi, I rely on Omote’s note about 当世 and 

interpret his comment that 上方様 refers to “people of the highest ranks” as the shogun 
themselves because they shaped elite tastes. Cf. Hare 2008, 137. Hare is careful in his gloss 
of elegant play as “a particular genre of play” or “a level of accomplishment in performance,” 
thereby leaving the connection to yūgen unmentioned. Ibid. note 17. However, Omote 
translates this term into modern Japanese as “a performance of yūgen.” Omote 2001, 349. In 
reading this word in Zeami’s “Aticles on the Five Sorts of Singing” (「五音曲条 」々), Pinnington 
argues that yūkyoku means a style of vocal production with a stylish flow that veils the musical 
notes. Pinnington 2006b, 111. Mention of the word in “Attaining the Pursuit of the Flower” 
might suggest that Yoshimochi preferred performances with this style of vocal music.

96. Omote 1974, 116–17. Cf. Hare 2008, 135. Therein, Hare writes about “the rank at which 
you might say you ‘have them ready’” instead of “the rank called alignment.”

97. In my translation “effect in nothingness,” I rely on Hare’s example. Hare 2008, 135.
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A consummate master capable in aligning skin, flesh, and bone can pro-
duce wonderfulness that will make an audience forget themselves. The effect 
in nothingness appears also in a discussion of wonderfulness in “Mirroring 
the Flower,” where Zeami says that “the appearance of having achieved the 
rank of no-heart and the effect in nothingness must be close to the place 
of wonderfulness.”98 Omote notes that no-heart and the effect of nothing-
ness are specified in the previous clause, namely “having nothing at all to 
do with the technicalities of the action.”99 The effect of nothingness and 
wonderfulness are related terms. Earlier in the section, Zeami notes that 
wonderfulness is a “figure without shape” (形なき姿).100 It lies beyond the 
edges of human perception. He continues by mentioning that “a beginner’s 
inborn capacity might also give rise to a trace of the wonderful style.”101 On 
the basis of the initial creative capacity akin to Buddha nature before it is 
developed in practice, even a beginner can produce an effect that hints at the 
wonderful, and a master will be “aware only that this exists somewhere in 
his manner of expression” and will not likely “know just where to find it.”102 
Wonderfulness cannot be produced intentionally.

Just as successful skin requires bone in addition to musical training, yūgen 
requires the depth of wonderfulness.103 Attempts to perform yūgen can often 
be superficial. Zeami writes that his contemporaries imitate only skin, i.e. 
imitate what they identify as having yūgen, but in doing so do not give their 
imitations depth and therefore cannot produce “real skin.”104 Depth and 
therefore true yūgen is produced by imbuing art with wonderfulness that 
verges on a religious experience. If yūgen may be considered an idea, then in 
both Zeami’s art and received European notions of art, artists express ideas 

98. Omote 1974, 101. Hare, again using the literary translation “wondrous” instead of 
“wonderful,” translates this as a hypothetical question. Hare 2008, 116–17. 

99. Hare 2008, 116–117. Omote 1974, 101, note on 無心無風. Cf. Hare 2008, 117.
100. Omote 1974, 101. Hare translates this phrase as “an attitude without figure,” explaining 

that the original text contains a paradox and therefore eludes translation. Hare 2008, 116, note 
38.

101. Omote 1974, 101. Hare reads this sentence as a description of unusual talent, although it 
can also be read as an unusual appearance of the original, inborn creative capacity. Hare 2008, 
116.

102. Hare 2008, 116. Cf. Omote 1974, 101.
103. On the musical and bodily expression that form the basis of yūgen, cf. Quinn 2005, 74.
104. Omote 1974, 116. Cf. Hare 2008, 135.
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in their works.105 The difference lies in the source of artists’ creativity. Won-
derfulness according to Zeami is the consummation of the artist’s task and 
comparable to enlightenment, in which the self dissolves into an experience 
of the whole. In that case, completing Zeami’s analogy to Buddhist thought 
and recognizing the role “substrate” plays within the context of the botani-
cal metaphor, the source of that artistic effect is a creative capacity available 
to all human beings. 

Concluding thoughts:  
nose on zeami’s artistic goal

Nose understands Zeami’s artistic goal in a similar manner but 
emphasizes that Zeami seeks to give audiences an experience of forgetting 
the self and of no-heart. Yokoyama Tarō has produced a fascinating analy-
sis of Nose’s reading of Zeami on this issue, revealing inconsistencies with 
Zeami’s texts that might serve as a warning.106 He identifies important influ-
ences from the Kyoto School of philosophy on Nose’s interpretation as 
mentioned in the previous section about Nose’s edition of Zeami’s writings. 
In addition to considering “substrate” a kind of “talent” or even “genius,” 
Nose writes that “no-heart” is “beyond contemplation” and “nothingness 
is not the [relative] nothingness of being and nothingness but absolute 
nothingness.”107 

Yokoyama quotes a 1932 article by Nose entitled “Various Problems Con-
cerning Heart in Zeami’s Work” (「世阿弥における心の諸問題」) in which 
he writes:

No-heart is not the level of forsaking the workings of the heart. It is not no-
heart relative to the extant heart (有心), but the level of going beyond being 
and nothingness.… It must be said that it is the level at which the small “I” 
and large “I” are unified.108

105. Elsewhere I have described yūgen as a mood (Stimmung). It is not a personal invention 
or innovation but a combination of elegant musicality and wonderfulness that might be con-
sidered a musical as opposed to intellectual idea. Further reflection is required. On yūgen as a 
mood, cf. McGaughey 2020, 114. 

106. Yokoyama 2005.
107. Nose 1940, 351, note on 無心の感.
108. Quoted in Yokoyama 2005, 132.
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At that point, he writes, the actor will forget the self, forget the stage, 
forget even the audience and should, in this inspired state as a part of some 
grand, universal life, the actor perform without intent, that is the level of 
no-heart.109 In these formulations, Yokoyama identifies influences from 
Nishida: for example, narrations of artistic creativity as the location in 
which differentiations between self and other are suspended appear as early 
as the 1911 An Inquiry into the Good and that the way to absolute nothing-
ness passes through the loss of one’s own self appears in his 1932 The Self-
Aware Determination of Nothingness.110

In reading that influence from Nishida, Yokoyama shows why Nose uses 
the anachronistic term “modules of movement” (kata 型) in his interpretation 
of Zeami. In “Various Problems Concerning Heart in Zeami’s Work” (「芸能
における修行の意義」), Nose explains that actors must practice the practical 
modules, polishing and training them by receiving feedback from teachers 
and expunging bad habits until the heart no longer labors in their execution 
and the body moves of its own accord.111 He writes that Zeami teaches his 
students to “begin by learning corporeal models and by acquiring and refin-
ing the models, come to produce stylistic flow.”112 Nose reiterates, “Zeami 
stipulates that training moves from model to spirit, from art to mind.”113 

Quoting another article by Nose entitled “The Significance of Practice in 
the Performing Arts,” Yokoyama demonstrates that Nose saw no-heart arise 
from the practice of the corporeal models. In Noh training today, the term 
kata applies only to corporeal patterns that form the basic building blocks or 
modules of dance.114 As dance fragments, they can comprise the structure of 
the dance or serve a mimetic or text-evocative purpose.115 They hold little to 
no inherent meaning but accompanied by chant or in the context of a play 
can be used to portray the physical and mental activity of a character. Nose 
writes that acquiring and refining these practical techniques of performance 
leads the student to the mind of the expert, who is able to produce a mature 

109. Quoted in Yokoyama 2005, 132.
110.『無の自覚的限定』. Yokoyama 2005, 133–4.
111. Quoted in Yokoyama 2005, 132.
112. Nose 1940, 472.
113. Nose 1940, 472.
114. Bethe and Brazell 1978, 80. 
115. Bethe and Brazell 1978, 85–6.
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style that moves audiences.116 This correlates with modern practices in learn-
ing Noh performance as described by Karen Brazell and Monika Bethe:

Performing nō cannot be like acting in Western theatre. Yet both forms of 
theatre share the ideal of the actor totally identifying with the role. Unlike 
Stanislovki’s [sic] method of acting where the actor must concentrate on feel-
ing the role until his spontaneous movements become totally in character, nō 
performance begins with the formal system, with learning to be in the right 
place at the right time doing the right things.117

Nose sought this in Zeami’s critical writings, seeking a consistency in the 
transmission of the practical skills from one generation of actors to the next. 

Corporeal models as a type of transmission cannot be found in Zeami’s 
experience for he took an active role in remaking the previously popular art 
form into one that was suitable for aristocratic consumption, adopting other 
effective performance styles and suggesting that actors rework their perfor-
mance of plays every three to five years to maintain novelty.118 Yokoyama 
repeatedly emphasizes that Zeami makes no mention of kata in his writ-
ings.119 Nonetheless, Nose identifies them in Zeami’s use of the word katagi 
形木, which Zeami uses to describe patterns in music, dance, and the cre-
ation of various characters, i.e. imitation.120 Although Zeami does employ 
the general progression in training moving from technical or practical to 
mental understanding that give way to no-mind as a way to experience won-
derfulness, this progression does not start with learning corporeal models as 
they are practiced today.

Finally, Yokoyama argues that although these readings of Zeami are often 
given as an example of the unique tradition of thought in Japanese culture, 

116. Nose 1940, 472.
117. Bethe and Brazell 1978, 12.
118. Omote 1974, 59. Hare does not account for this reading in his translation, writing that 

the master actor will run “through his repertory piece by piece without repetition for three to 
five years.” A translation into modern Japanese by Omote Akira reads, “at the rate of once in 
the space of five or three years, the stage direction of a play should be changed to take care that 
novelty is maintained.” Omote 2001, 281.

119. Yokoyama 2005, 130.
120. Nose 1940, 108. Omote and Tanaka are careful to instead call katagi a “standard” or 

“criterion.” Omote 1974, 58, note on 年寄ノ形木 and Tanaka 1976, 87, note 17. 
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they are mediated by Nose’s interpretation.121 He argues that both Nishida 
and Nose claim that the notion of insubstantial, absolute nothingness 
reveals itself in all living things as an interconnected whole and connects 
this idea to a nationally defined understanding of Japanese culture.122 In that 
claim, Yokoyama writes, Watsuji Tetsurō might also have influenced Nose, 
and the other way around Nose’s interpretation of Zeami might also have 
influenced Watsuji.123 However, if with skin, flesh, and bone Zeami does not 
discuss natural talent but rather a creative capacity that all human beings 
have, then claims of the opposite must be reconsidered. Pinnington’s obser-
vation that Zeami did not root artistic ability in essential personal qualities 
points in that direction.124 Indeed, he suggests that lineage and attitude were 
more important in the transmission of artistic practices in the medieval 
period.125 If that is the case, then the texts would neither justify the claim 
that Zeami’s own exceptional output as an artist is the product of an unusual 
artistic gift nor any claim of cultural exceptionalism. Zeami’s critical writ-
ings call to be reevaluated to reconsider how appropriate twentieth century 
interpretations are against the background of recent research and to reveal 
the relevance of the texts in the twenty first century.

*  I would like to extend my thanks to Ashton Lazarus at the University of Utah and 
Anton Schweizer at Kyushu University for encouraging me to publish on the modern 
reception of Zeami. Thanks also to the anonymous readers whose feedback pushed 
me to realize the significance of Buddha nature in my arguments.
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