
People of the Bingo Region: Part 5 

Kita School Oshima Nohgaku Theater 

Kinue Oshima, Noh Performer; Fumie and Norie Oshima, Noh Instructors 

  

Kinue Oshima, a fifth-generation Noh performer in Fukuyama, and her 

sisters Fumie and Norie, Noh instructors, give us a sense of an intimate 

connection with Japan’s traditional performing arts. The three sisters are 

members of a family that has been performing Noh for more than 150 years.  

Noh, which developed as a performing art of the warrior class, is a 

crystallization of the warrior spirit and aesthetics. For that reason, the shite, or 

lead actor, and other important roles are performed by men. Before the war, Noh 

was a man’s world, and women were not even allowed to set foot on the stage. 

Kinue Oshima, the eldest of the sisters, was the first woman to become a 

professional performer in the Kita School of Noh. She and her sisters are now 

working to popularize Noh, each in her own way. In addition to regular 

performances at the theater in Fukuyama, which are given four times a year, 

other events, such as a New Year’s performance at Nunakuma Shrine in Tomo 

no Ura, are held.  

For local children, the Oshima sisters explain the stories of Noh plays using 

picture-card shows, and sing and dance with them. For these small children, 

who have not yet mastered their native language, and for people who have had 

no experience with Noh, this provides an opportunity to make Noh, a traditional 

performing art that seems far removed from their lives, part of their own 

culture. 

The three women, who have appeared on stage since they were very young, 

did not think of Noh as an occupation at first. Female professional Noh 

performers were uncommon, but as she underwent training Kinue began to feel 

she would like to make Noh her life’s work. She enrolled at Tokyo University of 

the Arts, the only university where Noh skills can be studied. Norie, the 

youngest sister, went to the same university and majored in taiko in the 

Department of Traditional Japanese Music. Fumie attended Musashino 

Women’s University, where she was active in the Noh Studies Club. 

After a great deal of consideration, Kinue decided to return to Fukuyama 

after graduation in the hope that, even if she could not become a professional 

performer, another path would open to her if she kept at it. Believing in her 

potential, she began to perform under the tutelage of her grandfather and father, 

also professional performers. 

Seeing their sister’s professional activities, Fumie and Norie sensed that 

Japan’s traditions were becoming less and less a part of everyday life and felt it 

would be difficult for their elder brother and sister alone to ensure Noh’s 

survival. They then began working as Noh instructors in an effort to support 

their family and to convey the pleasures of Noh in a simple manner to young 

people so that they could watch and enjoy it. The sisters give classes and carry 

out other educational activities related to Noh, which they believe everyone can 



enjoy. They now give classes at more than a dozen elementary, junior high and 

high schools in Hiroshima Prefecture. 

This year marks the 100th anniversary of the construction of a Noh theater in 

Fukuyama by their great-grandfather. The original theater was destroyed by 

fire in the war. The rebuilt theater has a seating capacity of 380. In honor of the 

theater’s centennial, a special performance will be held in which the sisters’ 

father and brother will perform grand plays. 

Kinue, who often performs professionally overseas, said, “I’m often reminded 

of the fascination of Noh by people who are experiencing it for the first time.” 

Noh is based on a distinctively Japanese perspective on life and nature. Yet 

Kinue said that in the course of a conversation with an American student she 

realized that the need for Noh lies in its universal ideas, which transcend 

religion and are necessary for young people living in the global age. 

The sisters said they were a little anxious when they first started teaching 

Noh, but the children seem to have fun just singing. When they see children 

enjoying the feeling of Noh’s “pleasant tension,” they feel their work is 

rewarding. The local community and the world will surely be fascinated by the 

approachable, enjoyable Noh of the Oshima sisters, who are pursuing their own 

possibilities, beyond stereotypes and across borders. 
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