
THE SECRETS OF
NOH MASKS

KODANSHA

by Michishige Udaka
photography by Shuichi Yamagata

Noh 「能」 —its name derived from nō, meaning “talent” or “skill”— is one of the oldest extant theatre 
forms in the world, having been performed since the 14th century, when it was formalised by Kan’ami and 
his son Zenami. It is unlike Western narrative drama. Rather than being actors or “representers” in the 
Western sense, Noh performers are simply storytellers who use their visual appearances 
and their movements to suggest the essence of their tale rather than to enact it. Little 
“happens” in a Noh drama, and the total effect is less that of a present action than of 
a simile or metaphor made visual. Educated spectators know the story’s plot very well, 
so that what they appreciate are the symbols and subtle allusions to Japanese cultural 
history contained in the words and movements.
Needless to say, the most iconic feature of this unique performing art is the MASK....
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Noh master Michishige Udaka is the only 
living actor to continue to create masks 
while still performing and teaching. In this 
book he presents 32 of the more than 200 
masks he’s made to date, accompanied by 
compelling revelations about the masks 
and the highly nuanced ancient dramatic 
art of Noh itself. Ruth Ozeki, who studied 
Noh theatre under Udaka in Japan, has 
contributed a new Foreword to further 
complement the stunning photographs.

Noh, in which few performers employ a range of intricately understated movements and ges-
tures to weave myriad tales on a compact stage, must be one of the world’s most elemental 
forms of theatre. Its superficial simplicity, with only a very limited number of stage props 
and sets, has been a factor in masks playing a sustaining and central role. Noh masks, with 
their unique and nuanced fusion of real and imaginary, may be carved from wood to fixed 
designs, but the subtle movements of a talented, well-trained actor render them infinitely 
expressive. Making a Noh mask demands profound insight into the relevant role, combined 
with an original interpretation. While on stage, the mask must embody the actor’s intentions 
perfectly. To fulfill these two requirements simultaneously and add an extra dimension to his 
performances, Michishige Udaka makes his own masks. He is the only Noh master to do so, 
and his book presents rare insights into the heart of soul of both masks and Noh itself.



Known as ‘Noh-men” 「能面」  in Japanese, these stylised, beautiful creations are art forms in their own 
right and the artists are greatly admired. They are carved from blocks of Japanese cypress, or “hinoki”, 
and painted with natural pigments on a neutral base of glue and powdered seashell. There are approxi-
mately 450 different masks, mostly based on sixty genres, all of which have distinctive names.



Noh masks signify the characters’ gender, age, and social ranking, and by wearing masks the actors may 
portray youngsters, old men, female, or nonhuman (divine, demonic, or animal) characters. Only the shite, 
the main actor, wears a mask in most plays, even though the tsure, or supporting actor, may also wear a 
mask in some plays to represent female characters.
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Michishige Udaka, a shite, or leading role Noh actor, is a member of the Kongo School, where he was ap-
prenticed to lwao Kongo 11, the late hereditory head (‘iemoto’)of the school. At present, Udaka is the only 
Noh maskmaker who also performs on stage. For his contribution to the arts, Udaka has been designated 
a National Intangible Cultural Asset by the Japanese government. In addition, he  teaches actors, dancers, 
designers, mask-makers, musicians, psychologists, and scholars from all over the world at the International 
Noh Institute, which he founded in Kyoto in 1986.

A RARE INSIGHT INTO BOTH THE THEATRE OF NOH AND ITS UNIQUE MASKS, 
BY THE ONLY ARTIST WHO IS AN ACKNOWLEDGED MASTER OF BOTH.

This first softcover edition of the 2011 original offers the reader a surprisingly 
profound appreciation of the depth of nuance of the elements comprising this 
inimitable performing art. This is achieved not only through the author’s telling 
of his own story, but through the stunning visual feast which the photos present. 

Noh is, after all, a highly visual art form.


