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[As audience members arrive at Kabukimono each guest is 

welcomed with a ‘kabuki cocktail’ and invited to browse an 

exhibition of kabuki prints. A soundscape of Japan-inspired 

ambient music (curated by The Romantic View) plays while 

other guests explore the space, peruse the collection Japanese 

art books or partake in a tea ceremony. After an hour the 

shamisen musician (Hibiki Ichikawa) walks onto the stage 

and sits down to play the ‘opening pluck’ (a kabuki term 

referring to the music which signals the start of a 

performance). Audience members take their seats on 

cushions beside the kimono-clad musician who is then joined 

by the kabuki actor (Suleiman Suleiman). He checks himself 

in his hand mirror before gently lifting a blue rose to his nose. 

As the shamisen begins to fade, the kabuki actor turns his 

gaze towards the audience. There is a penetrating moment of 

silence.] 



KABUKI ACTOR: 

The mighty ocean sways between heaven and earth, 

The sun and moon rise and set at its shores; 

Within it, myriads of creature’s dwell in peace, 

Deep beneath the sound of human speech. 

At the very bottom of this world lives the oyster, 

As peacefully and quietly as could be. 

It is a harmless and pure little creature, 

In a fathomless and unforgiving sea. 

It is small, black and has a tough outer body, 

Yet soft and squidgy inside. 

And although it has no arms or legs 

It takes everything in its stride. 

In springtime the oyster dances with glee, 

Embracing the calm and the warmth of the sea. 

Living a life of leisure in such wonderful weather. 

But life is not always so easy for the oyster, 

There is the ebb and the flow of the tide. 

It gets cold and dark and lonely, 

And there is nowhere, nowhere to hide. 

The joys of spring soon fade away, 
Then summer, and autumn too. 

The ten-hour light is abating, 

Upon us winter gloom. 

The oyster becomes unsettled, 

Its mind a remote lake of clear water 

Is suddenly clouded by a disturbance deep below the surface. 

In affliction the oyster shuts its shell, 

And drifts into a deep, deep sleep… 

It dreams of beauty, of being bathed in light, 
It dreams of music both day and night. 

It dreams of kaleidoscopic colours, 

It dreams of transforming, creating, evolving, expressing its inner life… 

It dreams of giving birth to beauty. 



But wave upon wave beat against the body of the oyster. 

Turbulent tides toss the poor shell around. 

Savage storms have shipwrecked many large vessels, 

Plunging men and masts to the bottomless the ground. 

The waters seethe and boil, rage and hiss, 

Devouring all who dare its dark abyss. 

Frothing whirls of white waves 

Rise up and up like icy blades, 

Causing a cacophony of commotion on the seabed. 

During this storm, 
 Some sand manages to lodge itself inside the oyster’s shell. 

Its mind a remote lake of clear water 

Is suddenly clouded by a disturbance deep below the surface. 

[The shamisen musician plays a three-minute interlude with a 
gradually increasing intensity and tempo which reaches a 
dramatic crescendo. This piece transitions from light to dark to 
further evoke the capricious nature of the sea and its 
tremendous, unfathomable power.] 



KABUKI ACTOR: Good evening, my name is Ebizō Ichikawa the 

twelfth and I am a kabuki actor. I was born in Tokyo and come from a 

kabuki acting family. My father was a kabuki actor. My grandfather was a 

kabuki actor. My great-grandfather was a kabuki actor. My great-great-

grandfather was a kabuki actor… My great-great-great… [Abrupt 

shamisen music interruption] This is my brother, Hibiki Ichikawa, 

he is not a kabuki actor, however, he is one of the finest shamisen 

musicians around, and we were brought up together in the world of 

kabuki. 

Kabuki is a form of traditional Japanese theatre with over 400 years of 

history. It harmonises the arts of music, dance and drama. In fact, when 

translated, the ‘ka’ of kabuki means ‘singing’, ‘bu’ dancing and ‘ki – ‘skill’ 

or ‘art’. Kabuki actors must be able to master all three of these forms and 

so training begins at a very young age. My first memory as a child was 

watching my grand-father perform from the wings and making my stage 

debut alongside him here at the Kabuki-za aged 5. Today is Wednesday 

18th December 2019 – my birthday! And although I have been performing 

for over 20 years, in kabuki you are not even considered an actor until the 

age of 40. At the age of 50 you start to build a reputation. At 60 you are 

seen as an accomplished kabuki actor. And at 70 you become a fully- 

fledged master of the arts. As my father used to say, “The art of kabuki 

acting is like sea water which has been sitting in the sun. As actors get 

older, more and more water evaporates and it gets more and more salty. 

In the end only the essential salt remains.” 

As well as music, dance and drama, kabuki actors are required to study 

many other arts including the Japanese tea ceremony, calligraphy, 

costume and stage make-up known as kumadori. We apply our own 

makeup before each performance. Kneeling on a soft cushion in front of 

a mirror with various kinds of brushes and different coloured paints, I 

begin by applying a special kind of oil (also used by sumo wrestlers) to 

help the white foundation spread evenly across my face. I then apply a 

second type of oil to completely hide my eyebrows, we call this “getting 

rid of your face.” Some kabuki actors shave off their eyebrows entirely to 

make this process more convenient… Thankfully I still have mine. 



In kabuki, the closeness of nature, the moment of unbearable yearning – 

is what the whole performance is about. Music is used to express nature 

in many different ways. For example, if a scene is set in the winter 

shamisen music can be used to conjure up sounds of the wind…  

[The shamisen musician skillfully imitates the sound of a 

strong gale] or a cascading waterfall. [He then creates the pitter-

patter sound of a waterfall by percussively tapping the base of 

his shamisen].  

Or a young melancholic man with a broken heart walking through a 

Kyoto garden… 

[The shamisen musician turns to the kabuki actor with a 

slightly perplexed expression and then improvises an 

appropriate melody.].  

The beating of a drum is used to create the sound of heavy snowfall and 

small wooden clappers are used to create the sound of galloping horses. 



We call actors who specialise in playing female roles ‘onnagata’. Although 

kabuki today is performed entirely by men, the art form was actually 

founded by a woman named Izumo no Okuni and her all-female troupe 

in Kyoto in 1603. Izumo no Okuni was a beautiful and exceptionally 

talented performer. She was also an attendant at the Grand Shrine of 

Izumo, the oldest Shinto shrine in Japan. Okuni gathered up young 

women in Kyoto, many of whom were prostitutes, and formed a troupe. 

She taught these women how to sing and dance and act, and before long 

they started to give outdoor performances on the dry beds of the Kamo 

river. 

These performances were comical, playful and light, and took inspiration 

from a group of outsiders known as ‘Kabukimono’. Kabukimono was a 

term used to describe the flamboyant behaviour and fashions of young 

men who dared to be different. They were known for dressing in crazy, 

colourful kimono, wearing eccentric hairstyles and roaming the streets of 

Kyoto with their excessively long tobacco pipes in a dandified manner. In 

an extremely rigid and repressive society you can only imagine how the 

Kabukimono were received by the authorities… 

The Kabukimono were quickly executed. However, in their image 

Okuni’s performances lived on. She would perform disguised as a 

handsome man or a samurai dandy, dallying with a courtesan who would 

be played by a man. She had observed the costumes, demeanour and 

mannerisms of the Kabukimono and presented them on stage. This was 

a revolutionary style of performance which had never been seen before. 

Up until then theatre was an entertainment exclusively for the ruling 

class but Okuni’s kabuki had dawned, bringing changes to the 

relationship between actor and audience, rejuvenating it and making it 

more flexible and supple. 



Some members of Okuni’s troupe used the performances as an 

opportunity to advertise their sexual services and women were banned 

from performing in 1629. In their place, adolescent boys known as 

‘Wakashū’ stepped in and performed the roles of beautiful young men 

and women, however they were also banned from performing in 1652 for 

the same reason. The final form of kabuki emerged – ‘Yaro kabuki’ – 

where mature men performed the roles of both men and women. And 

although the ban of women was lifted in 1888, kabuki today remains an 

art performed entirely by male actors. 

Kabuki has endured a turbulent history. Both men and women, 

performers and spectators fought relentlessly against repressive state 

policies, bans, exile and even capital punishment to evolve the art form 

and to keep it alive. Periods of radical change inspire radical art, and 

sometimes more can happen in one year than over one-hundred years: 

In 1603, three years after the Battle of Sekigahara, which involved 

160,000 warriors, the emperor awarded Tokugawa Ieyasu the title of 

Shogun and a new era in Japan was born. The Edo era. 

In 1603, William Shakespeare’s Hamlet was first printed, and the first 

performance of his play, As You Like It, took place at Wilton House. 

In 1603, the governor of Kyoto introduced a law that divided all citizens 

into groups of ten and made all ten responsible for any crime committed 

by any member of that group. 

In 1603, Queen Elizabeth I died, and King James VI of Scotland came to 

the throne. A new era in England was born. The Stuart era. 

In 1603, a nine-year war between England and Ireland came to an end, 

costing the lives of 130,000 people. 

In 1603, the government closed down all the theatres in London as 

bubonic plague struck the capital once more, leading to the deaths of 

22.6% of the population. 

In 1603, Izumo no Okuni founded kabuki in Kyoto. 



As I said today is my birthday. This morning I received a letter from my 

good friend in London called Suleiman who loves kabuki. Last week 

when he was in Japan, he came to see me perform in The Pearl Diver. 

After the performance we talked for a long time about kabuki and how 

quickly the world is changing. I will read you his letter... [The kabuki 

actor removes a letter from an envelope inside a box and 

reads it to the audience.]  

He writes… 







I am going to close with a speech from William Shakespeare’s As You Like It, 

which as I mentioned, was first performed in 1603 - the same year kabuki was 

born. [The kabuki actor picks up a copy of Shakespeare’s As You 

Like It and begins to read a monologue from it aloud.] 

All the world’s a stage, 

And all the men and women merely players; 

They have their exits and their entrances; 

And one man in his time plays many parts, 

His acts being seven ages. At first the infant, 

Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms; 

And then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel 

And shining morning face, creeping like snail 

Unwillingly to school. And then the lover, 

Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad 

Made to his mistress’ eyebrow. Then a soldier,  

Full of strange oaths, and bearded like the pard, 

Jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel, 

Seeking the bubble reputation 

Even in the cannon’s mouth. And then the justice, 

In fair round belly with good capon lin’d, 

With eyes severe and beard of formal cut, 

Full of wise saws and modern instances; 

And so he plays his part. The sixth age shifts 

Into the lean and slipper’d pantaloon, 

With spectacles on nose and pouch on side; 

His youthful hose, well sav’d, a world too wide 

For his shrunk shank; and his big manly voice, 

Turning again toward childish treble, pipes 

And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all, 

That ends this strange eventful history, 

Is second childishness and mere oblivion; 

Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything. 

THE END. 



Post-performance Q&A with the artists.



Post-performance cocktail reception.
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