By PAMELA RENNER

HOUGH his characters discuss their lives in
tranguil and measured tones, the effect of the
Japanese playwright Oriza Hiratas diabogue
can he as transisxing as a glimpse of humasn
tissue under & microso e
in “Tukyo Notes,”™ his firsi work (o be seen in the
Umitedd States, it is the wyear 24 in Jepan and a
devastaling war rages in S urope. But rather than £il] his
stage with stock images of wartime violence, Mr. Hirata
depicts a society unconicerned, L5 mombers mured in
splf-absorptem. Ax the characters drift through the
visitors" lounge of a small museum i Tokyo, where a
cache of Yermeer paintings has arrived for safelkesping,
thew search [or the right thing o say or fall nto teasing
banier. Thetr voices are saft and their words ondinary,
buit the speakers urmwittingly beiray more of themselves
than rhey intend
“Tokiya Mofes will be presented i Jxpanese with
English supertities at the Jjapan Society beginning
Tharsday, for threge performances, Directed by Mr
Hirata and performed by his Seinen-dan Theater Com-
pany, it will subsequently tour io Philadelphia, Pitfs-
burgh and Victoria, Canada
The plavwright is known in his country for pioneer-
ing ‘guiet theater,” the game crities gave to a style of
naturalistic and analytic theater that forms the corper-

Oriza Hirata's ‘Tuﬁyu:; Hutes" -
exemplifies the naturalistic,

analytic theater movement that

took rmit in Japan in the Bﬂ's.

stone of the most mfluential Japanese theater move
ment of the 15M's. A recipient of the 1986 Kishide
Drame Award, Japan's highest laurel for new plavs,
UTokyo Motes” hecame an instant classic at home.

Anatier playwright in the quiet theater movement
is Ryo Iwamatsu, who has won praise for his portrayal
of grdinary urban life o a trilogy of plays (“Tes and a
Lecmure “Homance 1s Banned™ and " Fuion and Dar-
uma’). In an essay, 'The Sense of Being Alive: Japa-
nese Thester in the 1990°%" the writer Hirosh Hasebe
quotes Mr, Iwamatsu’s descripoon of what he 13 aiming
for: "From the sheer amount of detail, the sense of the
extraprdingry should parsdoxically emerae within the
thugwin of the ordinary."

In his case, Mr. Hirata said, ! think my plays
always count o individuals in the audience o build their
own stones,” During a recent telephone Interview fram
lapan, Speaking in Japaiede and wElhg an nterpreber
b pdded. " Contemporary act shiould be somerhing that
forces audiences o confront themselves ag they con-
struct their own way of looking."'

Racher than telling 2 single swry, Mr, Hirata's
plays offer & succession of glimpses into fragile Hves
The artistic director of the Lomaba Apora Theater in
Tokya, where Seinen-dan, which he founded in 1983, has
it headguariers, Mr. Hirata has traimed his company
members o act with npanced realism, Lines are pur
pos=ly slurred and, at times, actors wrn their backs to
the house, In the BE@INnNg, auciences were surprized by
the oncopventional work and sssumed the perform
pnces wers improvised, But with two volumes of plays
published and a growing public, Mr. Hirata's embrace of
intense naturalism no longer Seems like such an oddity.

Paula Lawrence, the director of performing arts at
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Pamela Renner's arifcles on Japanese theater have
appeared n The Village Vaoice, American Theater mag-
azine and Variety, where she (5 the manager of ediforial
rervices in New York

the Japan Society, said: "I see a 1o of theater In Japan,
and Hirata was quite 3 departure, 182 a0 a1 all futuris-
b ar sxpressionistic, with people jumping and shouting
their linez at you. It's a different styie of acting: it is
quiet, subtle and Ml of ideas."

Japamese crittcs tend to view Mr, Hirata's plavs as
a regciion o the hyperactve theatnicel styles of the
1980°s, characterized, for example, by the apocalyptic
spectacles of the playwright and director Hideki Noda.
Mr. Moda's popular works possess the raw energy of a
sarage rock hand, winile Mr, Hirata and hizs colleagues
the quiet theater movement are more |ike free jazz
musicians, They strive w illuminate everyday exisbends
through calm, contempiative theatrical language

Akihiko Senda, the chiel theater eritic of Tokvo's
mazjor dally newspaper, Asahi Shimbun, said of Mr
Hirata: ‘““In the §0's through the 80°s, the experimental
cutting-edge work in Japan was all deaiing with & very
iifferent kimd of stage time, a time of lusion. He was
not doing that; in some sense he was going back 1o what
preceded that — a more realistic handling of time.”

Mr. Senda continved: "If we ook at the work of two
postwar Japanegse film directors, Akira Kurozawa and
Yasujlro Ozuw, it is possible to say that the 60's and T0'=
theater artisis were very much of the Kurosawa style.
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Showing the Quiet Profundity of Ordinary Life

They emphasized dramatic elements, highlighting non-
daily life. These would be people Bke Juro Kara, Tadashi
Suzuki and Yukio Ninagawa Hirata and his anteced-
gnts, people like Minoru Setsgyatu and Kunio Kishida,
would be more of the O camp, in terms of how they
deal with the material.”

Oz, creator of the 1953 clasdc film *“Tokyo Story,”
favared a delicately wrought realism, communicating
hits close observations of an urban Japan through small
touches. His style and themes have visibly influenced
Mr. Hirata's work, incleding hiz play's utle, “Tokvo
wotes." In Oma's "Tu-k:.rn EIZL}I'_'.'I" i pair of 4H'i_1'_|g paErents
from the provinces make an annua) visit o Tokvo o see
thelr married children and grandel|ldren, Shiunted [Fom
aparistent (o apartment, treated ike a burden by all but
the lovely woung widow of their deceased son, the
pargnis learn about e Sedness of peing forgotmen by
one's own flesh and biood,

in Mr. Hirata's “Tokyo Notes: yymi an unmarried
woman (n a simple dress, has jeep relesated to the
margins of her more worldly yhjnpe’ lives. She is
expecieéd to care for her 3agmg farents and spend her
lesure time doing something ingieihje If not for the
sympathetic presence of Ber 3iS.p.inlaw Yoshie, Y-
mi's annuad visit 1o ToEYo would pe jonely indesd. Her

Above, g scene
from a Samen-
dan Theater
production of
“Tokyo Norea.™
Left, Orza
Hirata, the
author of the
play, which is io
be presented
this week af the
Japan Society.
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brothers and sisters, preoccupied by work and chiidren,
have no time to spend on her emotional needs.

Other characters — a cross-seciion of Tokvo lile —
enter the scene: a college student and the former futor
with whom she had a troubled affair; a voung heiress
contused by the death of the father she barely knew: har
lawyer, a scheming museum curater, aod her lover,
intent on eniisting in the European comflict. Moments
iater, a new array of personalities takes center siage
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