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Adapting to Post-March 2011 Japan: Hideki Noda 
and Satoshi Miyagi's A M/dsummer /V/ght's Dream 

Mika Eglinton 

The Power of Theatre after Catastrophe
The earthquake and subsequent tsunami that struck the Tohoku region of

Japan on March 11'h 2011 led to the meltdown of multiple reactors at the 
Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant and changed the country's socio-political 
situation. The event revealed a nation stretched to the limit of its resources and 
weary of the capacity of the market economy, the government and other authori- 
ties to ensure redevelopment. As in the aftermath of past earthquakes of similar 
magnitude, the Tohoku disaster prompted a period of public sel f-restraint called 
j lshuku, which involved reducing energy consumption following the closure of the 
country's nuclear power plants. This also led to the closure of numerous theatre 
venues and cultural events across the country, responding in part to the call for 
energy preservation and heightened security measures, but also observing the gen- 
eral attitude of J'1shuku and the avoidance of all forms of entertainment.

While these periods of sel f-restraint can produce social cohesion through a 
concerted rebuilding ef fort, they can also function as a catalyst for the state to ad- 
vance its own ideological agenda. In the wake of the 1923 Great Kanto 
Earthquake, for example, the government of the day seized the occasion to launch 
a “thrift and diligence campaign”, condemning luxury, excess and individualism, 
which according to Charles Schencking was an agenda that “remained ever-present 
throughout the interwar and wartime periods in Japan” (328).

At the same time, national crises present opportunities to re-evaluate the 
power of the arts. This is the case for example, of Yoshi Hij ikata's construction 
of the Tsukij i Shogekijo in Tokyo, less than a year after the Great Kanto 
Earthquake. In a roundtable discussion facilitated by the theatre magazine, Engek1 
Shincho, Hij ikata and his collaborator Kaoru Osanai declared that the reason for 
focusing initially on western drama in their new theatre was as a means of ex- 
ploring possibilities for “a future dramatic art for future Japanese plays” (Powell, 
76). Similarly, the end of the Second World War opened the way for new modes 
of performance, including butch, angura and other counter-culture movements. 
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While it is still premature to evaluate the full impact of the Tohoku earth-
quake on theatres in Japan, as one particular case, I would like to present a read- 
ing of Hideki Noda and Satoshi M iyagi 's adaptation of A M lidsummer Night 's 
Dream. In 2011, going against the state of mourning and self-restraint that fol- 
lowed the Tohoku earthquake, M iyagi, artistic director of the Shizuoka Performing 
Arts Centre (SPAC), decided not to call of f SPAC's first “World Theatre Festival 
Shizuoka under Mt Fuji”. Amid growing public distrust of the mainstream media 
over misinformation related to government and corporate handling of the 
Fukushima nuclear incident, M iyagi addressed an audience at a press conference 
prior to the Festival, reaffirming his belief that “theater gives audiences a chance 
to think about challenges in a calm and focused way”.' For the opening produc- 
tion of the festival, M iyagi revived Noda's 1992 adaptation of A M1idsummer 
Night s Dream at the Nissei Theatre, Tokyo. Thus, his directorial task was not 
only to adapt an adaptation that would resonate with an audience in Shizuoka in 
2011, but also in some way to respond to the earthquake and its aftermath, mind- 
ful of the ethical and political tensions it had produced.

Drawing on my translation of Noda's Japanese adaptation into English 
surtitles for international audiences at M iyagi 's production at SPAC, the purpose 
of this essay is to examine the linguistic and cultural metamorphosis of Noda's 
adaptation and the ef fects of its mediation in M iyagi 's production. In what way 
did M iyagi 's reading of the post-March 11 events inflect Noda's adaption along 
socio-political lines? To what extent did M iyagi 's scenic translation, with its cos- 
tumes and set made of newspaper, affect the audiences' understanding of the 
play? In a general sense, what is lost and found in processes of adaptation in the 
wake of a national tragedy? 

Hideki Noda's Adaptation of A Mldsu'71mer Nlght's Dr1ear77
In order to provide an understanding of the historical and intertextual nuances 

at work in M iyagi 's production at SPAC, the opening part of this essay discusses 
the context and key conceits in Noda's original 1992 adaptation of A M lidsummer 
Night 's Dream and attempts to clarify what an adaptation is in the context of 
Noda's work.

Noda was born in Nagasaki in 1955 and showed an interest in theatre from 

1 Press conference, 5 April 2011 at the Institut Frangais, Tokyo. Translated by Eglinton 
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an early age. In 1976, while studying law at the University of Tokyo he founded 
the theatre company Yume no Yuminsha and wrote, directed, and acted in a 
range of plays throughout the 1980s and early 90s. Among these was Nokemono 
Kltarzte (The Advent of the Beast), which earned him the prestigious Kishida 
Kunio Drama Award. Noda was invited to stage the play at the Edinburgh 
International Festival in 1987, marking his international debut. Although the play 
was generally well received, critics noted difficulties of translation, particularly 
with regard to Noda's trademark wordplay.

By the early nineties, Noda had produced four adaptations of Shakespeare in-
cluding, Twelf th Night (1986), Much Ado About Nothzng (1990), Richard III 
(1990) and A Midsummer Night 's Dream (1992). Of all four adaptations, A 
Midsummer Night 's Dream marked the furthest departure from the original play 
and from the principal Japanese translations by Tsuneari Fukuda, Yoshio Nakano 
and Yushi Odashima. Noda reworked the play's central themes of love and sexual 
desire through food culture, transforming Shakespeare's Athenian court into a 
Japanese restaurant called “Hanakin”, and relocating the forest to the foothills of 
Mt Fuji. He fumed Demetrius and Lysander into two cooks called Demi and Lai, 
transformed Hermia into Tokitamago (whisked egg), daughter of the restaurant 
owner, and renamed Helena as Soboro (scrambled egg), daughter of one of the 
restaurant workers. While Oberon, Titania and Puck kept their original names, the 
fairies took on new pun-based names such as “Kinosei”, which can be translated 
either as “tree fairy” or “because of your imagination”. M oreover, the 
mechanicals' names were Japanized so that Bottom, for example, became Fukusue 
and their professions were altered to match the restaurant setting.

In addition to the Japanisation of the characters, Noda incorporated stories 
from other literary works including Goethe's Faust and Carroll 's Alice 's 
Adventures zn Wonderland, inventing for instance a character called Mephisto who 
eats up people's oppressed desires and unspoken dreams. He intrudes into 
Shakespeare's world and the world of the fairies disguised as an Indian change- 
ling boy intent on causing destruction. He steals the role of Puck in Act 1 Scene 
l i ef Noda's version by locking puck in a cage and declaring, “instead of my 
cousin, I will show a midsummer night's dream to human folk”.2 He presides 

2 Translated by Eglinton and commissioned by SPAC for production surtitles in 2011 . This trans-
lation will be published in the Asian Intercultural Shakespeare Archive, http://a-s-i-a-web.org in 
2015. Hereafter, all quotations from Noda's version of A M idsummer Night 's Dream are from my 
translation. 
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over the confusing love game for Athenian couples, then later on directs the 
mechanical 's rehearsals of Alice in Wonderland as well as Bottom and Tiatania's 
love romp in the woods. Both Puck and Mephisto are aware of the mota- 
theatricality of their roles, which is evident in Act 1 Scene 14 of Noda's version 
when Puck remonstrates against Mephisto saying, “This is very bad. He stole my 
lines again, not only my lines, he stole my part”.

Noda conceived of these thematic shifts whilst working on Much Ado About
Nothing several years earlier. He wrote a memo in December 1989 in which his 
ideas for the adaptation were just beginning to surface: “What would it be like 
i f I replace 'to love' and 'to like' with ' to want to eat?' To change the relation- 
ship between to love and to be loved into the relationship between to eat and to 
be eaten” (Hasebe, 346, qtd. in M inami, 149). When asked later on in an inter- 
view in 1996 about his writing style and his relationship with Shakespeare in 
translation, he gave the following reply: “I f I am to honour the rhythm of 
Shakespeare's plays, I will think it necessary to rewrite his long lines. Since 
wordplays cannot be translated as they are, I will make a free translation of his 
plays according to my own interpretation” (Noda, 2001: 228).

From this remark, it is clear that Noda approaches Shakespeare's works as 
a resource for creative exploitation, rather than adhering to canonical conventions 
as past generations that came up through the shlngeki era were more prone to do. 
Noda also alludes to the “rhythm” of the plays, suggesting that his search is for 
something other than pure language. It is on this point that the notion of adapta- 
tion departs from its counterpart, translation. While translation maneuvers within 
the limits of text, within the bounds of an economy of language, the adaptation 
searches for connections across other media, both linguistic and non-linguistic.

Furthermore, Noda emphasizes the problem of translating wordplays, and the 
need for radical “freedom” to develop his own language and theatrical world. 
Towards the end of the interview he explains in more detail the motivation be- 
hind this desire for freedom: 

Well, I read his [Shakespeare's] works only in translation, and I first thought 
his plays were really good. But when I read his plays with the intention of 
staging them, I suddenly felt uneasy about his phraseology. This is probably 
because I have the rhythm of contemporary theatre in me. His similes and 
metaphors seemed to me beautiful and really absorbing when I just read 
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them, yet when I re-read his plays for staging, they tum out to be di fferent 
from the first impression I got from reading them (Noda, 2001: 227).3 

Noda's freedom to adapt comes in response to two key elements of constraint. 
The first is external to the text and is related to the constraint of time - the text 
as archive of the shifting phraseologies that the original undergoes through proc- 
esses of translation and adaptation. The second is internal to the text and pertains 
to the constraint of authorial intentionality.

On one level one might say that in order to produce an adaptation of A
Midsummer Night 's Dream that is relevant to the here and now, it is necessary 
for the adapter to break with past linguistic and stylistic conventions and to find 
his or her own voice in the present tense. 0n another level, it is precisely within 
these elements of constraint that new constraint is already anticipated, so what 
Noda calls a “free translation” is the means he uses to enable new forms of crea- 
tive constraint to emerge. Noda creates almost his own dialect.

According to Annie Brisset in her essay on translation and cultural identity, 
the elevation of dialect or vernacular language is part of the very function of 
maintaining cultural identity through the act of translation: “translation becomes an 
act of reclaiming, or recentering of the identity, a re-territorializing operation. It 
does not create a new language, but it elevates a dialect to the status of a na- 
tional and cultural language” (346).

As an example of Noda's wordplays, the following scene from the second 
part of his adaptation highlights the extent to which Noda departs from 
Odashima's translation. The scene corresponds to Act 3 Scene 1 in Shakespeare's 
text, in which Lysander awakes and falls in love with Helena: 

Demi 

Soboro 
Demi: 

I'11 jump into fire like shabu shabu (boiled pork) for my 
beautiful Soboro.

What's the matter Demi?
Oh Soboro, compared to your beauty, caviar is mere deer 

droppings. Your lips arc like ripe cherries seducing these 

3 For detailed information on the di fficulty of translating Noda's Shakespearean adaptations back 
into English, see Mika Eglinton, “Noda Hideki Junshoku Manatsu no Yoruno Yume no Honyaku 
(Fu) kanousei nl Tsuite (“On the (im) possibility of Translating Noda Hideki 'S A Midsummer 
Night 's Dream”), Gekj1-ou Bunka, Shizuoka: SPAC, 2011: 4-8. 
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lips to eat them up. Let me kiss your white hand that re- 
sembles a transparent fish. No, let me dance madly and eat 
your white fish. 

Each line has been reworked and filled with culinary puns. As Noda himself 
pointed out, these puns are impossible to translate since the target language can- 
not accommodate the cultural references of Japanese cuisine.

However, even in Noda's Japanese, the sheer density of language is difficult 
for audiences to grasp in its totality. When it came to adapting the English trans- 
lation of Noda's text to fit the digital surtitles for M iyagi 's 2011 production at 
SPAC, the puns made it all the more problematic in choosing what to cut from 
public display 3 This meant losing a degree of complexity and richness of Noda's 
adaptation which shifts between heightened mythological language and language 
of the everyday.

Finally, Noda's freewheeling adaptation, which premiered in a highly com-
mercial theatre in Tokyo in 1992 with an all-star cast including Shinobu Otake 
and Toshiyuki Kawasawa, bears the influence of the last wave of Japan's bubble 
economy. This was apparent in the play's exuberant language and in the 
production's set design. The design resembled an amusement park with bright 
lights, climbing frames and a giant chopping board revolving like a merry-go- 
round on stage. Noda's 90s lavishness stands in contrast to his work in the new 
millennium, particularly from The Bee (2006) onwards when he started co- 
translating his plays in English rather than being translated. His recent work is 
more politically driven and designed for small stages. 

Satoshi Miyagi, from Ku Na'uka to SPAC
I f Noda's work during the nineties was rooted in linguistic exploration, in the 

playfulness, foreignness and promiscuity of language, then M iyagi 's work of the 
same period could be characterized by an interest in dramatic expression capable 
of transcending the barriers of language. M iyagi founded the Ku Na'uka theatre 
company, which means “towards science” in Japanese, in Tokyo in 1990 and 
chose Hamlet as his debut production. 0ne of the defining features of the com- 
pany that emerged early on was the division between “speakers” and “movers”, 
between body and voice. This concept, which can be found in traditional Japanese 
performing arts such as bunraku and nob, provided a means of framing and 




