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Expression of Deeply-Felt Feeling in Japanese Literature:
The Kudoki, or “Lament,” Module in the Noh Play, Sumidagawa,
with Reference to Other Plays and Applications in Other Genre

Leon ZOLBROD*

One of the outstanding qualities of japanese literature from earliest times
must surely be how feeling and sentiment are given verbal expression. Just
as the aesthetic ideal of yugen, literally, “depth and darkness,” in Noh is
personified as Woman, with the Third Class, or “wig plays,” thought to ex—
emplify this quality, passages of lament or complaint known as kudoki,
literally, “word explaining,” which characterize people in distress or under
duress, are usually manifested in female guise. The play is most commonly
of the Fourth Class and deals with kurui, or “frenzy.” The drama, Sumidaga-
wa, stands as a good example. The roots of kudoki may be traced to the
expression of deeply felt feeling in the myth of the forsaken and later angry
Toyotamahime, whose child Hoderi no mikoto fathered, in the Kojiki and
Nihon shoki. Kudoki may be related to a category of linkage known as jukkali,
or the expression of personal distress or grievance in linked poetry.
Application of the idea and form of kudoki may be found in traditional
Japanese literature till the Meiji Restoration, and even afterward, as an

example from Kyokutei Bakin’s bestknown romance, Nanso Satomi hakkenden

(Satomi and the Eight “Dogs” ) reveals. Kudoki, it may be argued, lies at the

heart of the literary expression of poignancy.
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Appendix ( Furoku )
Nihon Bungaku ni okeru Kanjo no Hyogen
Yokyoku Sumidagawa no Kudoki:

Three English Translations

1. “Until now, because I prayed that somehow I might find him,I have searched
in the unfamiliar east, about which I know nothing. Finally, I realize from
this grave mound that he is no longer living in this world. Still, how cruel
it is to see the place and understand that after being taken from where he
was born he was fated to die. Here in the far reaches of the east by the
side of the road he has returned to dust. Only the grasses of spring are
growing and flourishing. So under here is where his remains lie!”
(Zolbrod translation)

2. “I had hoped against hope / To find my child / And now I have reached
strange Azuma, / He is no more upon this earth; / Naught but this mound
remains. / O, how cruel! / Was it for this that he was born, / To be taken
from his native land, / To the remotest part of Azuma, / Only to become
dust by the roadside? / Does my dear child truly lie beneath this grass? ”
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(Nippon Gakujutsu Shinkokai translation)

. “E’en though I feared it might be so,till now / Hope led me on to make this
journey long / To distant,unfamiliar Azuma; / But at the end of the sad way I
find / Naught in this world but mark of where he lies. / Ah! Cruel is it!-If
his fate was death— / That he should leave his birthplace and have come /
To a road corner in strange Azuma, / And mingled with the roadside earth
to lie / Beneath a tangled mass of spring—time’ s weeds, / Beneath this very
ground so it doth seem . ” ( Stopes translation )
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