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Program Notes

In October of 2010 I attended a concert of shakuhachi music at Pennsylvania State University. 

Prior to the concert I met with the performers, Michael Chikuzen Gould plus Chieko and Kodi Iwazaki, 

for a shakuhachi lesson. After the lesson, Mrs. Iwazaki graciously presented me with a gift – a small jar 

in the shape of a bell – and related the following Japanese folk tale:

One day, a woman met a traveling priest in her village and fell in love with him. 

She confessed her love,  and though the priest  found her enticing,  he was resolute in 

overcoming his passions. The priest prepared to leave the village and the woman pleaded 

with him to remain; he appeased the woman by promising to return and marry her. As 

time passed, the woman realized the priest never planned to keep his promise. Fueled by 

rage,  she  pursued  him.  Eventually the  two met  at  a  river  crossing,  where  the  priest 

convinced a boatman to help him cross the river while giving no assistance to the woman. 

The woman turned into a serpent and swam across the river herself.  When the priest 

reached the shore he ran into a nearby temple and shouted for help. Fellow priests hid 

him within a large temple bell.  However,  the serpent entered the temple,  smelled the 

priest, and attacked the bell. The serpent coiled around the bell and burst into flames, 

killing the priest and itself in the process. 

Traditionally the woman serpent, sometimes called Kiyohime, survives. In one Noh adaptation, 

Kanemaki (“Enwrapped  in  a  Bell”),  the  woman  kills  the  priest  then  achieves  enlightenment  and 

vanishes. In its successor,  Dōjōji, the serpent is driven from the temple and back to the river. These 

didactic tales, which are based on 11th or 12th century Buddhist setsuwa, undermine feminine power 

and cast women as obstacles to man's spiritual growth. Dōjōji even goes so far as to exclude women 

from Buddhist salvation. My version of the Kiyohime myth, in which both priest and woman perish in 

flames, ends with an act of self-immolation that  may be interpreted as protest against such gender 

politics. From here I leave the politics to you and present a musical narrative based on an extremely 

evocative story of love, lust, treachery, and revenge. The title of the composition comes from Hamlet's 

famous suicidal soliloquy.

Performance Notes

Bb3 is always notated in the score with an x-notehead because the note is prepared. Thread a thin piece 

of sturdy metal through the strings of Bb3 beyond the hammer within the piano. The resulting tone 

should sound like a bell ideally pitched near A3. I recommend using a thin key positioned as shown:
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