The Yeats Journal of Korea/ 한국 예이츠 저널 DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.14354/yjk.2019.59.31
Vol. 59 (2019): 31-45

The Dance: Yeats and Hagoromo, a Noh Play*

1)

Young Suck Rhee
____________________________________

Abstract: This paper studies the dance motif in Yeats’s work, “The Wanderings of
Oisin” and other poems, and based on this makes an attempt to compare Yeats’s
work and Hagomoro, a Janpanese Noh. This essay is important as it will provide an
analysis of Yeats’s work as work, not as work dependent solely on the existence of
the Noh, as is wrongly claimed by some critics. This is the first reading of the first
play, in a series of the two planned readings of two Noh plays, Hagoromo and
Nishikigi, both translated by Pound and Fenollosa. I would like to touch on Yeats’s
works that include dance imagery, before and after Yeats’s contact with the Noh
plays. Thus, with this essay and the next we could conclude how much Yeats has
been under the influence of the Noh, and know whether his work is valuable as
work, regardless of the influence on his work, or whether his could be regarded as
less valuable as work as it may have been derived from the Japanese Noh.
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제목: 춤: 예이츠와 노극 하고로모
우리말 요약: 본 논문은 예이츠의 작품의 춤의 모티브, 특히 “어신의 방랑”과 다른 시
들에서의 춤을 연구하고 이것을 바탕으로 예이츠의 시와 일본의 노극 천의(天衣) 를
비교한다. 이 논문의 의의는 일부 평자들이 잘못 주장하듯 노극에 전적으로 의존하는
작품이 아니라 하나의 작품으로서의 예이츠 작품을 분석하는 근거로서 중요하다는 것
이다. 본 연구는 파운드와 펜놀로사가 번역한 2편의 노극 천의 와 사랑의 마술봉
을 다루는 시리즈 중 첫 번째 연구이다. 본 논문은 예이츠가 노극을 접하기 전과 후
의 춤의 이미져리를 포함하는 작품을 다룬다. 따라서 본 연구와 차기의 연구는 예이츠
가 얼마나 노극의 영향을 받았으며, 그 영향에 불구하고 노극에서 출발하였다고 하더
라도 그의 작품이 여전히 가치가 있는 지를 규명할 것이다.
주제어: 예이츠, 파운드/페놀로사, 춤과 춤의 이미져리, 미학, 노
저자: 이영석은 한양대학교 영문과 교수이다. 그는 교육, 시쓰기, 회화작업에 시간을
배분한다. 그는 한국예이츠저널 의 편집장이고 국제시와시학저널 및 세계문
학연구 등의 초빙 편집인이었다. 그는 예이츠의 환상록 과 대니얼 올브라이
트의 회피 를 2011년과 2014년에 각각 영한대역본으로, 번역, 출간했다. 그는
최근 W. B. 예이츠와 세계문학: 예이츠 가까이읽기와 멀리읽기 (한빛, 2019년)
를 간행했다.
____________________________________

I

In

his Autobiography there appear several mentions of the dance, including

two of birds’ dance, or flying: one is a scene in which Yeats watches birds
whirling1):
Except during certain summer months, when they roost in the fields, crows
at nightfall return to the vast rookeries round Tullyra Castle, whirling,
counter-whirling, clamourous; excited, as it seems, by the sublime dance. It
was the one unforgettable event of my first visit as of other visits there.
And I was accustomed to say to Lady Gregory when it seemed that some
play of mine must be first performed outside Ireland, or when it seemed, as
it did once or twice, that I myself might find it impossible to live in
Ireland: “The crows of Tullyra return to their trees in winter” or “The
crows return at nightfall,” meaning that, after my death, my books would
be a part of Irish literature. (266)
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In here, Yeats equates the sublime dance of the crows and Irish literature that
is worth returning to. Much earlier in the book Yeats finishes a section, 22,
of his Autobiography, by quoting the beginning of his poem, “The Second
Coming”:
Turning and turning in the widening gyres
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity. (130)

This part of the poem dramatizes a grim moment of a civilization, at the end
of a world, probably the present world we live in now. But in another
moment Yeats is still dreaming of a world that is full of hope, though we
are at the turn of the century, as depicted in the first of his dance plays, At
the Hawk’s Well. Far at the other end of the world, in the East, in Japan, for
a long, long time, there has been a musical dance performance, the Noh play,
like Hagoromo. This play differs much from Yeats’s At the Hawk’s Well.
though Yeats wrote this play after having read the Japanese play Hagoromo
in translation around 1913 to 1915 when Yeats and Pound stayed in a
cottage rented in Sussex for three winters. In 1916 there was a private
performance of At the Hawk’s Well, his “first play in the style of the
Japanese Noh drama (Albright xi).” Yet basically both deal with the dance
motif. Yeats’s is a play with the poetic intensity in a tightly structured
symbolic drama, while this particular Noh play is dissimilar to the play as is
played in the west. It is a musical performance, its content being much like
poetry.
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What I have just quoted above is of vital importance, I think, for the
study of Yeats’s work that has been written with himself in contact with the
Noh, first because Yeats may have written these two under the distant
influence of the Noh dance drama. Yeats seems to have had a penchant for
things eastern, things Japanese, long before his contact with the Noh in a
cottage in Sussex from 1913-1915 while he and Pound worked together for
three winters. The Noh, a performance practised from the 14th century, is a
very old musical drama of Japan that’s originated from the Old China, and a
very identical performance callled Chang and Mask Dance exists also in the
Old and present Korea as in Japan. Japan, Korea, and China all have a
performance remotely similar, but may have originated from one source.
First, Yeats describes the observation of the crows2) in his Autobiography,
in Dramatis Personae, 1896-1902 as I have quoted above. But this portion,
Dramatis Personae, 1892-1902, was published in 1938. So it must have been
written after Yeats had read the Noh. Second, the poem “The Second
Coming” is in his collection of poems Michael Robartes and the Dancer
(1921) and the poem was earlier published in 1920 in The Dial. Which
means that this must also have been written by the Yeats who knows the
Noh.
It could then be said that the influence of the Noh on Yeats must have
been deeper and more widespread than we have thought. But we must use
caution so that when we compare Yeats’s work and the Noh, we may not
say that a certain Noh play gives him some influence without fully analyzing
the comparative works by Yeats and the Noh play. It is also unwise, as for
some scholars, to say that Yeats could not understand Noh properly: that is
not that important; what matters is, whether he understood it correctly or not,
how he could make partial or full use of what he has understood when he
develops his own poetics/aesthetics and writes a poem or a play.
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II
Let’s have a look, for instance, at Yeats’s work, a long poem, “The
Wanderings of Oisin,” which was published in 1889, to see how the dance
motif is used in it, long before the 1917 publication of At the Hawk’s Well,
the first dance play he has written since he began reading the Noh plays in
1913. It is interesting to see that Yeats uses the dance motif very often
throughout his life: a total of 164 different lines in all of Yeats’s poetry refer
to the dance, which is quite a large number (see Parrish 180-82). But it is
surprising that the words or phrases related to dance appear 20 times in “The
Wanderings of Oisin,” alone, the earliest, the longest poem of Yeats; 19
times in Book I, the longest book in three books (427 lines or 28 pages)
alone in that poem, except one derivative, dancing. So it seems that Yeats
has been deeply interested in the motif of dance, but his interest takes
another dimension with his contact with the Noh drama, which tends to
consist of artificial (symbolic) dance movements of persons, having faces with
a mask, on stage. There may be differences in the imagery of dance in the
poetry before and after Yeat has been familiar with the Noh plays3).
“The Wanderings of Oision” is a long poem published in The Wanderings
of Oisin and Other Poems (1889), with an epigraph: “Give me the world if
Thou wilt, but grant me an asylum for my affections”—Tulka. Editor Richard
J. Finneran in The Poems: A New Edition (1984) suggests that the author of
the epigraph is the Czech painter Josef Tulka (b. 1846) but does not link
him with the quotation (which may have been invented by Yeats). Jeffares
suggests that Tulka is “the Sweenborgian Charles Augustus Tulk (1786-1849)
whose father was an original member of the Theosophical Society (founded
1783)” (Jeffares 429).
The poem is dedicated to Edwin J. Ellis (1848-1916). He “collaborated
with Yeats in editing The Works of William Blake Poetic, Symbolic and
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Critical (3 vols, 1893) (Jeffares 429).”
“The Wanderings of Oision” has 901 lines (Book I 427 lines; Book II
250 lines; Book III 224 lines), or is 63 pages long. It consists of Books I,
II, and III. Of 901 lines a total of 20 lines are with the term dance (five
times) or the derivatives of dance, such as danced (three lines), dancers (two
lines), dance’s (four lines), dances (two lines), dancing (four lines). These
words appear only in Book I, except that dancing appears once in Book II. It
seems that these terms keep their own primary definition: that is, series of
movements and steps in time with music. But later on, the definition of
dance becomes more complicated, and this change takes place in the latter
part of Yeats’s poetic career. This change seems to coincide with Yeats’s
contact with the Noh theatre.4) I will discuss in detail the later work with the
dance imagery in another essay.

III
Hagomoro is a Noh play. What does “Hagomoro” mean? It means “the
magical feather-mantle of a Tennin, an aerial spirit or celestial dancer (143).”
So, despite the play’s title, the subject of the play is a costume of an
celestial dancer, not the dancer herself. It must be highly unusual in the west
that a play is about a costume, not a person in the west. The other Noh
play’s title this series is to deal with is Nishikigi, which means “wands used
as a love-charm (147).” The title of Yeats’s play, At the Hawk’s Well, that is
to be compared with Hagomoro does not show any direct human touch in it,
either; yet, with the preposition at, there’s a suggestion in Yeats’s play that
something might happen at the hawk’s well. In a play (or in a poem) of the
west there’s almost always an action that happens in relation with a person
or persons, with words indicating that relationship such as at, of, in, among,
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and, or, etc. Some of Yeats’s titles seem to exemplify this instance: in
particular, his poems and plays that begin with a preposition that
demonstrates this relationship with something else: “Among School Children,”
“The Wild Swans at Coole,” etc. In contrast, Hagomoro and Nishikigi are the
things, the subject of a play each. The main characters are, in a sense, the
things, not the persons.
There is another convention in the Noh play: the use of the chorus. In
the west a chorus hardly assumes a role that a player takes, but as in Noh,
the chorus in Yeats’s dance plays more than a character does: there’s an
instance of this in Yeats’s play, The Dreaming of the Bones. If the chorus is
followed closely, the structure and meaning of the play emerge slowly and
beautifully. That is, the audience is deeply interested and influenced, more
and more, by the chorus, than, mostly, by what is expressed through the lips
of the human characters.
The mask, the chant-like delivery of words by the Shite, the main hero,
and the highly stylized movements of the actors form the key part of a Noh
play. The mask: the Shite, or Hero, and Tsure, or his supporting actress,
wear a mask, while the Waki, a priest, does not. The reason why they wear
a mask is that the mask helps keep the expressions of the ghosts distant from
the ordinary. This helps keep the living from the dead, this world from that
world, the world of spirits. This essay will analyze the role of the chorus in
both Yeats and the Noh play Hagomoro.

IV
Let’s look at the chorus in Hagoromo. This is a short play, which is five
pages long. But there are ten choruses. Furthermore, what the chorus is
singing (chanting—I suppose-) is unproportionately long. That is to say, the
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audience is immersed in what the chorus is singing, which helps to show the
audience what passes through the minds of Hakuryo, the priest and fisherman,
and of a Tennin, an aerial spirit or celestial dancer. The priest fisherman,
Hakuryo, in this play argues with the celestial dancer over the ownership of
a costume, which belongs to the celestial dancer, hanging over a branch,
which he has found and which he wants to take home as a treasure.
In the stage summary there is a comment on the chorus:
The Chorus explains the dance as symbolical of the daily changes of the
moon. The words about ‘three, five, and fifteen’ refer to the number of
nights in the moon’s changes. In the finale, the Tennin is supposed to
disappear like a mountain slowly hidden in mist. The play shows the
relation of the early Noh to the God-dance. (Qamber 142)

The fisherman priest lets the aerial spirit have the hagomori, or the costume,
and fly back to Heaven on condition that she would dance a celestial dance
before him, and this is the whole plot, but it is extremely mysterious and
beautiful because of its lyrical chanting of the chorus that fully sings of
what’s going on in the minds of the priest and the dancer and of what is
developing between the dialog as well. The mysterious atmosphere is
enhanced by the masked actor and actress, the chanting of the chorus, and
the musical accompaniment by the musicians playing the traditional
instruments sitting at the back of the stage. The performance is centuries old,
but it sounds post-modern or surreal, which the westerners find new. Yeats
has been interested in the French Symbolist Movement. The Noh is full of
artificial ritualistic movements of the actor and his unique vocalizations, or
his singing chants as well. Yeats must now be attracted to this new
experience. The form, as well of the content, of the Noh must now be an
excitement for Yeats, leaving indelible marks on his mind.
The plot is straightforward and easy to follow. So I will follow how the
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chorus progresses. There are 10 choruses. The first chorus consists of verse
and prose:
Chorus: I shall not be out of memory
Of the mountain road by Kiyomi,
Nor of the parted grass by that bay,
Nor of the far seen pine-waste
Of Miwo of wheat stalks.
Let us go according to custom. Take hands against the wind here, for it
presses the cloud and the sea. Those men who were going to fish are about
to return without launching. Wait a little, is it not spring? will not the wind
quiet? This wind is only the voice of the lasting pine-trees, ready for
stillness. See how the air is soundless, or would be, were it not for the
waves. There now, the fishermen are putting out with even the smallest
boats. (Qamber 142)

The prose is not less poetic either. Both the verse and prose chorus serve
both as an introduction of the Noh play and as the background of what is
about to happen in what follows. “Wait a little” and notice the two
contrasting reactions of the fishermen coming back and going out “with even
the smallest boats.” It seems to suggest both the ordinary and the supernatural
taking place at the same time: an argument between a man of this world and
a celestial being of the other world. The argument leads to a solution: a
dance to be performed by the spirit. This is the main plot of Noh drama: the
Shite and the priest argument in all the Noh plays. In this play the Shite is
played by a Tennin, while the Waki, or a priest, is the chief fisherman,
Hakuryo.
After this chorus, the Tennin and the fisherman fight for the ownership of
the costume she uses. Then the Chorus interrupts to describe the mysterious
aspects of the hagoromo or the costume of the Tennin. Two Choruses follow
successively:
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Chorus: Her coronet, jewelled as with the dew of tears, even the flowers
that decorated her hair, drooping and fading, the whole chain of weaknesses
of the dying Tennin can be seen actually before the eyes. Sorrow! (144)

Immediately after the Chorus, TENNIN’s monolog follows:
TENNIN. I look into the flat of heaven, peering; the cloud-road is all
hidden and uncertain; we are lost in the rising mist; I have lost the
knowledge of the road. Strange, a strange sorrow! (144)

Then the third Chorus:
Chorus: Enviable colour of breath, wonder of clouds that fade along the sky
that was our accustomed dwelling; hearing the sky-bird, accustomed, and
well accustomed, hearing the voices grow fewer, the wild geese fewer and
fewer, along the highways of air, how deep her longing to return! Plover
and seagull are on the waves in the offing. Do they go or do they return?
She reaches out for the very blowing of the spring wind against heaven.
(144)

Then there follows Chorus after Chorus, as if the Chorus seems to have
taken over the dialog with the Tennin. That is, the Chorus now takes the
main role up to the conclusion of the play. The Chorus follows in succession.
To quote the one on the mantle:
[The 4th] Chorus: The young sprite (Tennin) now is arrayed, she assumes
the curious mantle; watch how she moves in the dance of the
rainbow-feathered garment.5)

[The 5h] Chorus is particularly interesting. It sings of the essential nature
of the spirit’s dance, which echoes much of Yeats’s key imagery in his
poetry:
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It seems that she dances.
Thus was the dance of pleasure,
Suruga dancing, brought to the sacred east.
Thus was it when the lords of the everlasting
Trod the world,
They being of old our friends,
Upon ten sides their sky is without limit,
They have named it, on this account, the enduring. (145)

The concluding of the play is made by two “SEMI-CHORUS.” It seems
effective, because what the Chorus has chanted is a direct involvement in the
progress of the plot, and the play now needs another role the Chorus must
assume. There is a new need of Chorus that’s different than what it has
done. Then enters SEMI-CHORUS. Here the last two SEMI-CHORUSes:
SEMI-CHORUS: And now the robe of mist, presagin spring, a colour-smell
as this wonderful maiden’s skirt—left, right, left! The rustling of flowers,
the putting on of the feathery sleeve; they bend in air with the dancing.
(146)
SEMI-CHORUS: Many are the joys in the east. She who is the
colour-person of the moon takes her middle-night in the sky. She marks her
three fives with this dancing, as a shadow of all fulfilments. The circled
vows are at full. Give the seven jewels of rain and all of the treasure, you
who go from us. After a little time, only a little time, can the mantle be
upon the wind that was spread over Matsubara or over Ashitaka the
mountain, though the clouds lie in its heaven like a plain awash with sea.
Fuji is gone; the great peak of Fuji is blotted out little by little. It melts
into the upper mist. In this way (the Tennin) is lost to sight. (146)

The last and concluding SEMI-CHORUS mixes the natural (Fuji and the
mist) with the supernatural phenomenon (the Tennin).
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A tentative conclusion. Yeats’s first Noh play is At the Hawk’s Well, and
in many respects it echoes the aesthetics of the Japanese Noh. That is
definitely clear as we have had quite a few essays on this play in the light of
Noh. It is not possible to compare At the Hawk’s Well with Hagomoro in a
direct way. As they are two different plays written by two different
playwrights, the Japanese Noh having been written by an unknown author and
handed down for a long time. Instead of comparing one with one, I will look
into how the elements of Noh, including Hagoromo and Nishikigi, have been
internalized in the making of At the Hawk’s Well in a separate essay later on.

Notes
1) See the second stanza of “The Wild Swans at Coole”:
The nineteenth autumn has come upon me
Since I first made my count;
I saw, before I had well finished,
All suddenly mount
And scatter wheeling in great broken rings
Upon their clamourous wings. (VP 233)
2) About 15 years ago I myself had been walking back to Sligo in the evening after my visit to
the shore and the great mansion, in Lissadell. After I had seen the mansion from afar—years
later I returned to the mansion and looked at the tables and other interior furniture in the house
—and been to the beach, and after sunset, I had been coming back to Sligo on foot, when a
large flock of crows were whirling round and round in the sky. It may have been almost the
same sight of the crows that Yeats must have seen and described in his Autobiography, as I
have just quoted at the beginning of this essay. I quote the first section of the two-section
poem, “In Memory of Eva Gore Booth and Con Markiewicz”:
The light of evening, Lissadell,
Great windows open to the south,
Two girls in silk kimonos, both
Beautiful, one a gazelle.
But a raving autumn shears
Blossom from the summer’s wreath;
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The older is condemned to death,
Pardoned, drags out lonely years
Conspiring among the ignorant.
I know not what the younger dreams—
Some vague Utopia—and she seems,
When withered old and skeleton-gaunt,
An image of such politics.
Many a time I think to seek
One or the other out and speak
Of that old Georgian mansion, mix
Pictures of the mind, recall
That table and the talk of youth,
Two girls in silk kimonos, both
Beautiful, one a gazelle. (VP 475)
I have discussed this poem in full detail. See my Ph.D. dissertation, The Poetics of
Etherealization: Female Imagery in the Work of W. B. Yeats, pp. 145-58.
3) “Noh (能 Nō), derived from the Sino-Japanese word for ‘skill’ or ‘talent,’ is a major form of
classical Japanese musical drama that has been performed since the 14th century. Developed by
Kan'ami and his son Zeami, it is the oldest major theatre art that is still regularly performed today.
Traditionally, a Noh program includes five Noh plays with comedic kyōgen plays in between; an
abbreviated program of two Noh plays and one kyōgen piece has become common in Noh
presentations today. An okina (翁) play may be presented in the very beginning especially at New
Year, holidays, and other special occasions. Nō together with Kyōgen is part of Nōgaku theatre.
Noh is often based on tales from traditional literature with a supernatural being transformed into
human form as a hero narrating a story. Noh integrates masks, costumes and various props in a
dance-based performance, requiring highly trained actors and musicians. Emotions are primarily
conveyed by stylized conventional gestures while the iconic masks represent the roles such as
ghosts, women, children, and the elderly. Written in ancient Japanese language, the text “vividly
describes the ordinary people of the twelfth to sixteenth centuries”. Having a strong emphasis on
tradition rather than innovation, Noh is extremely codified and regulated by the iemoto system.”
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noh accessed on 25 August 2019)
4) This seems to me to be an important discovery, and I in my next essay intend to investigate
how Yeats internalizes the Noh aesthetics in his poetry and drama. It may not be possible to
make a poem to poem or a play to play comparison but if we study how the dance imagery
gets complex in his work after Yeats has read the Noh may deepen our understanding of his
later work.
5) Compare it with Yeats’s poem, “He wishes for the Cloths of Heaven” (published in The Dome,
October 1898):
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Had I the heaven’s embroidered cloths,
Enwrought with golden and silver light,
The blue and the dim and the dark cloths
Of night and light and the half-night,
I would spread the cloths under your feet;
But I, being poor, have only my dreams;
I have spread my dreams under your feet;
Tread softly because you tread on my dreams. (VP 176)
It seems to me that Yeats has already seen in this poem what is to happen to him in 15 years,
that he will read this Noh play, Hagoromo!
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