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Chapter Three
ANALYSIS OF NIWA (THE GARDEN)

Muteki-sha is a second generation Butd group directed and choreo-
graphed by Nakajima Natsu. Nakajima was born in 1943 on the island of
Sakhalin, about 20 miles off the coast of Hokkaido (the northernmost island
of Japan). After World War Il when the island was taken by Russia, all the
Japanese were evacuated by sea and forced to leave their homes and most of
their possessions behind. The trauma of that event has been captured for
Nakajima in the sound of the ship’s foghorn (the muteki), which “still
resonates in her memory and her work.” She began taking dance classes in
1955, studying ballet and modern dance in Tokyo until 1962, when she saw her
first performance of Ankoku Butd., She was deeply impressed by the
performance, seeing in it an alternative to Western dance forms and prin-
ciples and immediately began studying with Hijikata Tatsumi and Ohno
Kazuo. “In some ways,” Nakajima has said, “I feel that I was the first real
student of Hijikata and Ohno. Before me there was Ishii (Mitsutaka) and
Kasai (Akira), but they were more like colleagues than students.” That year
(1962-63) a group of dancers was meeting on the weekends in Hijikata's
studio. According to Nakajima, “Ohno was mostly teaching improvization,;
Hijikata gave us a list of books to read during the week. We'd gather together
on Friday and work non-stop--whenever we weren’'t dancing, we were
discussing books. It was kind of crazy, but I was only nineteen at the time, 50
it was very exciting for me."”

'Niwa (The Garden), program notes for performance at The Asia
Society, New York City, September 27 and 28, 1985.

Nakajima Natsu, interview with the author, 5 February 1988. *
*Nakajima, interview.
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At some point that year Hijikata and Ohno went their separate ways,
and from then on Hijikata refused to teach improvization. Instead, he became
moreinterested indeveloping a new formalvocabulary for dance, a newrange
oftechniques moresuitable for the Japanese body. Nakajima felt thatshe had
to choose between Ohno and Hijikata, and although she keptin close contact
with Ohno, she elected to study with Hijikata. In1969 she left hisstudio to form
her own company, which she named after the foghorn whose sound expressed
for her the very personal psychological trauma caused by the wider play of
super-power politics,

Niwa (The Garden), a two act performance lasting about 100 minutes,
was presented for the first time in Tokyo in 1982. It had its North American
premiere at the Montreal Dance Festival on September 18 and 19, 1985, and
was presented for the first time in the United States at The Asia Society in New
York City on September 27 and 28. In the following discussion the program
is briefly outlined, a few generalized comments are made on the structure and
theme, and then the entire piece is analyzed section by section to show how
Nakajima’s work fits into the Butd aesthetic as described in the previous
pages. 1should note here that I was only able to see Niwa once, so there are
points where I am not completely confident of the way the sections were
ordered or how the transitions worked, especially in the latter half. However,
asI found this piece one of the most compelling, as well as exemplary, of the
Butd performances I have seen, I have chosen to work with it.

The program was divided up into seven sections as follows:*

Nanakusa. Dance of seven autumn flowers, recollections of
childbood. Dry flowers rustle with sadness or pleasure,
Muttering lips recall the spring garden, calling and playing
with cherry blossoms falling in the wind. (Nakajima)

The Infant as a baby evacuated from Sakhalin, the world is
viewed from a boat as a hell, chaos and shouting, exhaustion
and the defeat of soldiers. (Maezawa)

The Dream of the girl is a sweet dream, the dream of the
child becomes the nightmare of the adult, return to the girl
in the forest, shimmering light. (Nakajima and Maezawa)

“The following descriptions are taken from Niwa (The Garden) pro-
gram notes.
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Izumeko. The babylives within the tiny world of the cradle
--eating, sleeping, playing--tiny, but with a primitive energy.
(Maezawa)

Masks and Black Hair. Old age masks recall her mature
womanhood--her black hair and the memories of love.
{Nakajima)

Ghost. Regret for lost days reflected in the face--loss of
power, weakness of muscle, loss of features and all human
character. (Nakajima)

Kannon. World of innocence, stillness--fluent energy of
eternity. (Nakajima)

Another dancer, Maezawa Yuriko joined Nakajima in this program.
Asindicated in the program given above, the two dancers alternated section
by section. The white makeup, which in Butd acts to mask particular indivi-
duality, was here used to good effect: it allowed the two dancers to play one
character, the single role of Nakajima as child, young girl, old woman, ghost,
and Buddha. In only one scene were the two dancers on stage togethcr the
section in “The Dream” where they were transformed into two insects in a
garden. Otherwise there were never any*“duets” (although occasionally one
was coming on stage as the other was leaving). Since the two dancers could
be seen as two aspects, two sides of the one woman’s character,’ the overall
effect was of an evening length solo.

In the program notes, Nakajima describes the piece this way:

Niwa is a forgotten garden,-very small and very Japanese,
this is the garden of my memory, my childhood...I created -
this work to see my own life, placing myself as a woman,
sitting in the garden, looking at it grow old and fade away.®

*According to her Village Voice review, Marcia Siege! perceived it
that way: “They seem to be two aspects of the woman: Natsu Nakajima, the
choreographer, is the one who suffers and changes, Yuriko Maesawa (sic) is
more playful and demonic..” Siegel, “Flickering Stones,” p. 103. Although
itseems like an obvious response to the strategy of using two dancers to play
one character, I was unable to make such a clear distinction in personality
between the two dancers,

‘Niwa (The Garden), program notes.
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The darkened stage thus represented the darkened inner space of the mind,
with the various tableaux presented as if seen through memory’s distorting
mirror. And like memory, while the sections could be intellectually reordered
to form a chronological sequence (beginning with pre-birth and ending with
enlightenment), the actual prdering was not so straight-forward: 1) young
woman offering tlowers, 2) infant, 3) young girl in garden, 4) infant, 5) old
woman, 6) ghost reliving the woman’s prime, 7) Kannon, In performance the
individual images flowed together as though called up by a process of
association, a process set off by the accident of metaphoric similarity or
metynomic congruence, rather than by the linear narrative chronology of
cause and effect,

The overall structure of time in the piece (that is, the cyclical
movement from birth to rebirth), combined with the non-linear quality of the
linkage of imagery, accords well with the model of metempsychosis that 1
discussed in the previous chapter. Thestructure of the dance programhas two
interconnecting sets of cycles: one is the overarching metempsychosic cycle,
which begins with a Shinto ritual, moves through life, and ends with Buddhist
enlightenment. This movement also happens to parallel the pattern of ritual
in Japanese religious life: ceremonies that have to do with life, such as birth
and marriage, are usually Shinto, while those that have to do with death tend
to be Buddhist. The second set is the smaller cycles of jo-ha-kyii rhythm and
pacing, in which moments of peace and tranquility give way to dances that
illustrate the pain and suffering of existence, climaxing insolo dances in front
of the spotlight that end abruptly in a crescendo of noise and excitement,
before cycling back to another moment of peace, that is however, at a higher
level of tension than before.

Whereas Amagatsu Ushio’s Sankai Juku uses the metempsychosic
mode to present us with an archetypal vision of the collective unconscious,
particularly in his visions of prehistory, Nakajima follows in Ohno Kazuo’s
footsteps in her attempt to show us how that mode can be used to reveal the
inner workings of the subconscious level of the individual psyche. The
opening scene of Niwa can be seen as a kind of pre-birth God time; there is
the trauma of childhood, the dream of a young girl, the memories of 0ld age,
the experience of deathand the ghost’s longing for the past, and finally, rebirth
as Buddha.

And while Sankai Juku literalizes Zen’s “fall of self” in their signature
piece from Jomon $ho (Homage to Prehistory), in which four of the dancers,
nearly naked, hang suspended head-first from the proscenium and are slowly
lowered to the stage, in Niwa, a more political dimension is added. The dance
as a whole points toward the negativity attached to the ‘position of the
individual self--traumatized psychologically as a child by powers it cannot
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control, alienated and isolated as an adult and as an old woman, in the end
swept away by catastrophic change-—-in orderto contrast it with scenes of
communal bliss that illustrated the ecstatic joy to be had when one loses
one's sense of individual self in the great cosmic unconsciousness, what art
historian Haga Toru has called, “the bottomless and formless (or, rather, pre-
formed) 1.7

Turning nowto the analysis of Niwa: afier a prefatorysection in which
one of Astor Piazola's lively modern tangos is played as slides of autumn
scenery are projected, the dance itself opens in absolute darkness to strongly
rhythmic electronic music. For the space of a minute or so, one cannot make
out anything at all, even the stage. Slowly one begins to see a vague form, a
glimmer at the far back, at stage-left. Soon it becomes apparent that there is
a dancer there, making her way forward by imperceptible inches. It is
significant that the dance begins here, as this space is considered the most “jo”
of the jo area of the stage, and thus is the most appropriate place to begin a
dance as agonizingly slow as this one. Infact, this openingis very much inline
with what the jo aesthetic calls-for in an opening dance, that is, it puts the
audience into an attentive and felicitous mood. There is a very strong
tension between the driving beat of the repetitive. electronic music and the
unbelievably slow pace of her movement. As in other Butd opening se-
quences, this minimal, repetitive movement combined with trance-inducing
music, createsa mystical feeling of great depth, as well as a heightened feeling
of awareness. In fact, Marcia Siegel's review provides us with a good
example of how one begins to read all kinds of emotional changes into the
minutest variation in gesture: “without changing her expression at all,
[Nakajima] seems to be turning away, hesitating, recoiling, submitting, but
never ceasing her advance.”™

This use of tension fits perfectly into the definition of jo put forth
recently by Eugenio Barba: “The first phrase is determined by the opposition
between aforce which tends to increase and another which tends to hold back
(Jo = withhold).” In addition to the powerful outer tension between the
dancer’s movement and the music, there is alsoa greatdivided tension within
her body: her upper torso is tilted far back, yet her arms stretch forward and

"Haga, “Japanese Point of View,” unpaginated.
*Siegel, “Flickering Stones,” p. 103.

’Barba, “Theater Anthropology,” p. 22. 1should note however, that
although this definition fits the opening of Niwa extremely well, I have been
unable to verify this definition of jg as “to withhold” in any source on Na.
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upwdrds, in-order to hold cut a bundle of dried flowers (the nanakusa or
“seven grasses”). She seems to be offering up the flowers to someone or
something (to us? to an unseen god?), and this gesture emphasizes the
dialectical tension between her slow approach towards us and this stretching
backward arch, so that she appears to be gripped by an invisible power which
mercilessly pulls her forward against her will.

In the first half of a typical N& play a local woman ar man appearswho
presents an offering to the gods. In the course of the play the woman turns
out to be possessed by a ghost tormented by an attachment to the past, who
seeks Buddhist salvation. The climax of the play comes when the ghost is
released from its attachment through the telling of his or her story and thus
receives enlightenment. In “Nanakusa,” the opening scene of Niwa, we
seemtobe inthe presence of exactly the same kind ofyoung woman thatopens
a N© play; a woman making an offering to the gods. Or perhaps, going back
to the original basis for NG, she is a shamanistic miko caught up in the ritual
trance that is her art. In addition, the bundle of dried flowers and grasses
strongly suggest that we are witnessing some kind of harvest ritual. This use
of harvest/agricultural metaphors (repeated later on in the portrayal of a
farm woman) corresponds with Butd’s attempt togo back to the spiritual roots
of dance/drama in Japan, since, as Komparu Kunio points out:

sacred agricultural festivals formed the basis for nearly all
the entertainment arts in Japan, and in them we see clearly
a tendency toward cycles and assimilation with nature that
might even be called the foundation of Japanese culture,
created by a farming people.t

Returning to our analysis of the dance: at long last, after what has
seemed like an infinite amount of time, but has probably been less than 15
minutes, Nakajima reaches the moment of ha (or “break™): suddenly
liberated from the force of jo she freely enters a pool of bright light, center

"“Of course there are a number of other possible narrative structures
for a NG play, but the one given above is seen as the most typical, This model
strongly suggests No's original basis in the ritual performance of an exorcism,
in which a possessed miko, or shamaness, becomes a mouthpiece for a
_tormented ghost who has sought attention for her or his case by possessing
someone. For a comprehensive treatment of shamanistic practices in Japan,
see Carmen Blacker, The Catalpa Bow (London: George Allen and Unwin,
1986).

"Komparu, The Noh Theater, p. 4.
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stage. Havingmade it to the central, hapart of thestage,she turnstous, raising
her flowers higher, and we can see the tears of release pouring down her
cheeks. Here again I was struck by a resemblance to No, particularly in the
emphasis on her arrival as being some kind of epiphany; I suddenly recalled
the famous definition by the French poet and dramatist, Paul Claudel: “Le

a1t

Drame, c’est quelqueque chose qui arrivé, le N6, c'est quelquun qui arrivé

_ (In drama, something happens, in N8, someone arrives)."

The lights drop and the ha level continues in the next section, “The
Infant,” which begins as the second dancer, Maezawa, comes on stage from
the rear. This is a reenactment of Nakajima’s traumatic evacuation from
Sakhalin as a child after World War II. Everything emphasizes the helpless-
ness of the child in the face of super-power politics, whose terrifying force is
represented both as a hurricane wind that sends the child tottering from one
end of the stage to the other, and as a barrage of chaotic noise that assauits
usattopvolume. The sectionreachesits climax as she comes all the way down-
stage to squat in front of the full force of a spotlight angled upwards,

Here the dancer is fulfilling the requirements for kyf spatially (all the
way downstage, right up against the audience) and aurally (we hear a tape
loop of Wagner which keeps cutting off just at the melodic climax, frustrating
us over and over again). Her dance also fulfills those requirements visually
(in NG a kyt piece should be an “exuberant spectacle of vigorous gestures,
rapiddancing and strenuous movements that fill the audience with wonder”"?)
as Maezawa goes into the beshimi kata, the Butd visual tour-de-force of
expression.

"This particular beshimi is a marvelous example of the Butd technique
in which the body acts as a container of fluid whose constant flow keeps
internaland external pressure in precarious balance. At first Maezawa reacts
to the noise, the fury of the music; as though it were not external to her but
rather, the external expression of what is happening inside her. This results
ina sense thatdevastation iswelling up like water, a fluid psychological energy

“In the French there is a play on “arrivé,” which can mean both “to
arrive” and “to happen.”

“Komparu, The Noh Theater, p. 26. N& plays have themselves been
divided into categories according to jo-ha-kyTi; I should note that albeit quite
apt here, the description quoted above is of a kyij dance from a play that is
itself categorized as kyi (a fifth category, or “demon” play). The dance
described is therefore much more powerful than a kyj dance ina jo play (first
category, or “‘god” play) would be.
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that thrusts outwards through her puffed cheeks and bulging eyes, thretahtc:l:!r]x;g:
to burst at any moment, Then there isareversal; su.'[dd‘enly one sc}r:se_s : :]d.;n
is deep under water, and ali her gestures seem to indicate that she is by arg1
her breath, struggling to get to the surface as though she w?re tﬁppc :ée "
oppressive, suffocating nightmare. Paradoxically, Maezawa’s pe zrma cols
an exhibition of almost perfect control over movements thfit ont E s]ur : =
seem to epitomize a utter lack of control over the waysin which psyc! d0 ogica
pressures of internal anxiety and external oppression affect the body.

During the beshimi sections of Niwa (which repeated at regu;lilr
intervals throughout the dance) a very effective for.m of hg;htl'ng was usec1 3
dramatize the strange contortions of the dancer: asingle spotlight was a\ngt ed
upwards from below, less than a foot from the dancer’s fficf: as she Cm;:f: 1e
down. Once again this seems to be an example of a techmqlle bor{)o“g . r?;:
traditional performance practice, in this case ffom.Edo period Kabu t nwaS
Edo period there was, of course, no electric lighting and when ar:.aIcl or y
going to do a mie, a kdken (stage assistant} would holdup a candle r}gftunw“ er
his face, so that the flickering light from below lent greater dramanf ;rtom);
even a supernatural aura to the pose. In Mﬂa too,_the smgltf spgft ig ; g‘i; :
in a completely darkened stage adds a much heightened dramatic force
“mie-in-motion” that is beshimi,

After this climax, the third section, “The Drca:m,” brings us ba.ck dluwn
to the jo level of an idyllic garden scene. Tt opens with a young girl ina l;n%-
dress, a scarf knotted around her throat. She crouches down, fluttering ::
fingers in gentle waves. When the second dancer enters, they s;::err:ino
metamorphose into insects. Longsteel spring; actas fhcn‘ anterm;ae(,] lf:e;i[ing
them constantly in touch with their surroundxng§, which the dzfpp cal ig o a%
indicates is a garden (the set is minimal). Occw?nallx thf_:.spmllgs sgs at.h 2
balancing poles that literally keep the dz.mcers ’poc.hes in ba zfnceh‘ \mz
explore an imaginary natural world. The insects mumatc;: fc!atlons n}p ith
nature and with each other is emphasized by the fact that.tms is the only ;imh
the two dancers are on stage together. ThPT contras't with the chaos o1 5 :
preceding scene could not be more explic%t:. only in the nalltural world i

communion (or even connection) to other living beings possible.

The lights go down and when they come up again a young woman
stands alone gownitagc right, her head bowed to the left. Th'e music, ttlleia\:jy
and ominous, seems to oppress the woman as she struggles to liftup helr f‘;?ar
She looks helpless, overwhelmed. The idyllic garden scene i}as beenfe e
behind as “The Dream’ reaches its climax in anot.her hg_shi_r_n_l In Ihe_ iris ac
we have thus cycled twice through the pacing of ]Q-'hﬁ-m‘ i. The i_cyjal ; 1;:;::;
in the spotlight, which occurred at least one more time in the second ha
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the program,* emphasized the internal structure of jo-ha-kyii repetition byits
regularalternation with the meditative sections of “Nanakusa,” “The Dream,
and “Kannon.”

As part 2, “lzumeko” (literally, “basket baby”'"), opens we are again
plungedinto total darkness. Soon however, we can make out a large, rounded
object, placed downstage stage-right, which scems to be a simple woven
basket. Asthe lights come up a bit, we can see that someone is hunched inside
it. Suddenly, bright eyes appear over the rim, followed cautiously by the rest
ofthe figure, dressed in ascarlet kimono. In this transitional section Maezawa
could be either a child who is afraid of the dark, or a figure of evil checking
to make sure that no one is around before it begins itswitchery. The creature--
whether child or woman--clambers stealthily out of her basket/cradle,
holding up a lantern to peer out into the dark, while the murmur of chanting
and the high-pitched sound of a shakahachi flute begins.

Maezawa then starts on a series of wide loops around the stage, her
knees bent, her arms spread wide, her fingers crooked in classic witch style,
It was at this point that one could see most clearly the German Expressionist
influence of Mary Wigman. As it happens, 1 saw the film fragment of
Wigman's Witch Dance the week before Isaw Muteki-sha’s performance, and
I could not help being struck by certain similarities. Wigman describing the
origin of Witch Dance in her book of essays, The Language of Dance, might
very well have been describing the dancer in “Izumeko”™: “when one night,
I'returned to my room utterly agitated, I looked into the mirror by chance.
What it reflected was the image of one possessed, wild, dissolute, repelling
and fascinating...there she was--the witch--the earth-bound creature with her
unresirained, naked instincts, with her insatiable lust for life, beast and

“This is one place my notes break down for the second half, I know
that in the second act there was a climactic heshimi section in which both
Maezawaand Nakajima performed, down front on opposite sides of the stage,
but T have been unable to discern from my notes exactly where in the

performance this occurred, and so I have been forced to leave it out of my
analysis. :

“In Japanese farming communities during the busy harvest season no
one could be spared to look after the small children, so they were often tied
into abasket called an izume and left by the side of the field, Hijikata claimed
that when he was a child he was one of these “basket babies,” and that the

experience of being bound and unable to move for long periods of time had
left an indelible mark on his body.
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ms The continuous movement from the gloom of
ness of downstage and back furthers the resem-

“ h the play of question and answer
o humacd et glaring foreground

woman at the same time:
upstage to the relative bright
blance to Wigman, who felt : 3
between a remote background plunged in twilight andd ¢
action” the Witch Dance’s true character could be found.
i ]
inni “ » Maezawa seems to simultaneously
At the beginning of “Izumeko, . !
control, and to beg controlled by, the forces that she hlasdce!.ll-ed uidgi;vc:re;;
: i dofagreatwindrising, a @
he dance progresses, there1s thfasoun / nd '
?SieZd'widep(ingcidentally revealing the gorgeousness of the i_méngb lcgwlzsg
in)mono) the dancer gives herself up to the force: of thc. wmn,‘3 blowing
backwards around the stage like abrightly co]:oreddk;;el.( ;zur;ncg() ?n i of these
i iefly offstage right, and Nakajim . J
wide loops, Maezawa runs briefly ot ma comes back o7
i i 1 observer believe it is
ith the kimono; a trick to make the casua e sabe
:::fglane From Nakajima's entrance onstage, howevecri, ther;v?erzgﬁ: 5 g(:;zt
: mo :
es: she seems to gradually grow more and more
gli:)tr cr?l?)?f%mem forward, taking place in small, paullfulkmcien;erggz ;;?13
i i f old age, begins to look exira L
accompanied by the shaking ol ol i rik
* ¥ turns from downstage a
difficult. As“Izumeko” ends, Nakajima . Ao
) i hat until recently has
ick up a bundle, simultaneously taking on w :
lzglcar:geristic stance of old people inrural Japaln, lz]cnt ;::e: g;):i;té}c]alsi% 3?}1::(;2
i ifeti ing heavy loads. Asv \ 1
at the waist from a lifetime of carrying e eallive o
i i k of the stage (spatially signall
ight red kimono, and at the far bac ; :
mZIE}cra%return once again to the peace and quietof a jophase) she ;i(gﬁs (:JLn gtr]?ez
fnyask and kerchief, so that when she turns to face us, she has ta |
persona of an extremely old farm woman.

The use of the mask here seemssignificantona number oflevels. F;]ri;
e = ;
itisovertly marked byitsdirect contradiction of the usual Buto makeup, w
emphasizes the humanity of the character portrayed:

The white face of the Geisha represents a being trapsﬁ?ed,
but the whitened face of the Butd dancer is the moving tace

“Mary Wigman, The Language of Dance, trans. Walter Sorell 4{Micli-
dletown CT?Wesleyan University Press, 1966) pp. .40-41: iwa_?, nl?t :I::V?;lwy
one to n,ote this resemblance; Marcia Siegel al§o pm?te(}.n Oiil)t in e" C;’jcgel-
“Timagined it all asthe lost sectiogs of Mﬁry ‘g}llgm?{n Sﬁlisgc};;ef:ngt% a:: wor]é
“Flickering Stones, p. 103. Coincideatally, Ohno Xaz
oilfdzgfeg based og Witch Dance, that he plans to present next year.

mWigman, Language of Dance, p. 42.
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of humanity, actually in touch with irnocence, wonder, fear,
and mortality,

In Niwa we are instead presented with a very different face, a mask face
colored grey, emptied of expression. It makes an interesting comparison to
the calm, neutral type of NG mask, called ko-omote (the young woman mask),
which has little expression of its own, but instead invites us to project our own
feelings onto it. The vacant, haggard look of the mask in Niwa reflects the
heavy oppression of the farming woman’s life, and reveals by its very -
inexpressiveness the ways in which society acts on individuals to cut off and
control their access to their natural instincts, to their natural sources of
emotional expression.

A second reason for choosing to uvse a mask mi ght be that the
disruption of gaze caused by the mask (we cannot see the dancer’s living eyes,
and the dancer's sight is itself disrupted), is linked to both a loss of humanity
(eye contact being one of the most fundamental of human gestures) and to a
loss of contact with the phenomenal world. In Japan, old age is traditionally
supposed 1o bring a progressive detachment from material things. This
detachment is both actively sought after (by “taking the tonsure,” i.c. shaving
one’s head and becoming a Buddhist monk), and passively suffered (the loss
of sight, hearing etc., that comes naturally with old age). The ideais that this
Buddhist renunciation of worldly life prepares one for death and the enlight-
enment that comes only to those who have freed themselves from the delusion
of worldly attachments.

As “Masks and Black Hair” continues, the woman kneels quietlyatthe
rear of the stage. She hits her neck with the palm of her hand once or twice
(a sign that is culturally defined in Japan to mean the stiff neck of old age),
taps her knees in time to the music for a bit, and then slowly begins to mime
suchdaily activities as eatingsoba noodles, playing the Japanese lute, pouring
tea, and sewing. She then comes forward to where she left the red kimono.
She picksitup and cradles t, slips her hands into its sleeves, and holding them
up to her face, finally pulls it over her head. When she reemerges out from
under the robe, she has exchanged the grey mask for a red one. Once again
the stage business reminded me of a traditional technique from N@. Here the
sudden emergence of the red mask from under the kimonobore a remarkable

“Lizzie Slater as cited in David Wilk, “Profound Perplexing Sankai
Juku,” The Christian Science Monitor (8 November 1984). Wilk here quotes

from Slater's essay in the program for a Sankai Juku performance at the
Boston Opera House, Fall 1984,
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resemblance to thescene in the NG play Aoino Ue, where awoman possessed
by jealousy is transformed into a dernoness. Inthe N& play, the woman enters
with a kimono pulled over her head, and after much suspense, at last 11f’=:5 the
kimono to reveal a horrifying demon mask, tinted red. In No a mask ttntefi
red often signifies the wearer is a ghost with supernatural power or is
possessed by demonic forces. A Japanese ghost differs wn&evyhat from the
Western conception of a ghost, and the ghost that chamactensttca%ly appears
in N& plays has a lot in common with the ghost that appears 1n Niwg, as can
be seen from the following description of a NG ghost by Kunio Komparu:

a human being who has departed from this world but
maintains some kind of attachment becomes a ghost, and at
the moment of death such a person loses the future and is
fixed into an eternal present. The only time allowed is th'c
past. Thus, the ghost always appears as the figure it was in
life and reminisces about the single experience of profound
memory that entraps it within the web of delusion.”

On the edge of death, the woman in Niwa was remembering the prosa:i:,
ordinary activities of her lifetime on a farm. Now, she has become a gorya,
the Japanese ghost who is doomed to be an ageless wanderer, a perpetu?tl
refugee driven from place to place with no rest in sigh_t. The reenac:t_ment in
death of Nakajima’s experience in life of being a political refugee brmgs' the
section to yet another ky{ climax, as a storm of sound repeats and amplifies
the chaos of the Sakhalinsection. The lastimage wesee isof the woman /ghost
frantically running back and forth across the stage with one arm above her
headas though toward offapproaching catastrophe. Girabbing up her bundl.e,
she finally escapes from the stage as the music/noise reaches the peak of its

crescendo.

When the woman returns to the stage, the mask is gone. Now, we seem
to be watching her reenact a positive memory of her youth. As‘popular music
begins to play (a kitschy, romantic mixture of lieder music, dance ha!l,
accordion, and tango) the woman appears to become a singer or a dancer in
a nightclub, Eyes closed, arm curved above her head as though she were
aboutto plunge into aflamenco dance, she looks as thqugh she were drm?'mng
in ecstacy asshe remembersher long lost beauty. At this momentin particular
one can see traces of the influence of Ohno Kazuo: the resemblance to

portions of Ohno’s Admiring La Argentina were truly striking.

¥Komparu, The Noh Thgg;er,‘p. 86, This description is of course not
necessarily true of all Na plays, but only for those in which a ghost appears.
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In the classic N§ manner, the simple act of retelling the memory
through dance allows the dancer’s release from her attachment and as the
Bailero from Songs of the Auvergne comes on, the woman achieves enlight-
enment. In thelast sectionof the dance, her final transformation into Kannon
(the Japanese Buddha) transforms her into a living statue that glows with
golden light as she slowly assumes iconic poses from the statuary of all the
major religions, including Christian, Buddhist and Hindu. The dance has
returned once again to the jophase, to a “world of innocence, stillness—fluent
energy of eternity,”?

As a final note, I'd like to point to at least one way that Butd has been
influenced by Japanese traditions other than performance. Although I have
suggested above some of the similarities between the structure of Niwa and
the premodern religious structure of the Japanese life, in closing one might
note that it is not only in the structure of ButG pieces that the influence of
Buddhismis found. The ButGuse of beshimi and other metamorphosis-based
improvisation techniques aimed at bringing the body into mystical union with
nature can be seen as grounded in Zen Buddhism as well. Followingina long
traditionof essentially irrational art, these improvisations mightbe compared
to Zen kdans, the improvisatory, poetic-symbolic paradoxes that the art
historian Haga Toru has described as, “discharges of an intense energy that
should pierce at once and suddenly illumine the darkness of our confused
minds.”* The darkness of the soul in Ankoku Butd, which rejects our
analytical interpretations, can be seen as a necessary step towards enlighten-
ment, that is, the necessary “fall 6f self” into darkness that proceeds the light
of mystical oneness with nature:

At the end of the arduous and assiduous path of

negation...the very foundation of seif will be.
shattered...disclosing within us an abyss in which will be

diffused, pure and innocent, the light that is Buddha. Such

is the crucial experience of ‘the fall of the self...which led St.

John of the Cross beyond illuminations and ecstasies to the

‘dark night of the soul’ and to ‘the sonorous solitude.’?

Ankoku Butg, “dark soul dance” or “the dance of utter darkness,” has its
philosophical basis in this “dark night of the soul” which allows us to wrench

*Niwa (The Garden), program notes.
“Haga, “Japanese Point of View,” unpaginated.

“Haga, “Japanese Point of View,” unpaginated.
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C -
free “from the restricting, additive, static hu@amstxc vision of éhc::t \:lf:;di.n th[:;
ihis sense, the very attempt to analyze ButG_ inthe manner under s
essay may be seen as cssential!y contradllctory to its S]?:rn,thsu; ey
analysis reduces the works’ possible meanings by enfploymg g s);pmc e
apparatus of rational thought. Although most aundiences ne? iy
ground for Butd to seem anything more than a new wave o §p§ Py
visual expressionist theater, one should always kf:ep Ifﬂ l:nir}l3 et
attachment to critical analysis is, from the perspective o t fe u 0 dancer
within the Japanese artistic traditipn, a delusion. By v\.:ay o ;ioni Tam,on
seems apt to paraphrase a description tfik(:‘.rl from an essay l;y ag i
Japanese avant-garde art, as an illustration of how the Butof ancer i fon
section of Niwa would herself wish to_ l?c seen: as a 1gure ar Tena
inexorably toward enlightenment, exorcising the gt?os.ts Olf mterpSi Cause;
those demons who blind us to the true reality, whl'lc it simu tanemll! ; ymea =
the collapse of that scaffolding of concepts which clutter up o e ;gs .
intellect, in order to restore us, as it were, to ourselves, to our origin .

=Haga, “Japanese Point of View,” unpaginated.
“Haga, “Japanese Point of View,” unpaginated.

Appendix A
“A Preface to Buta”
«

by
Ichikawa Miyabi

If postmodernism'’s escape from the modern era lies in the ordeal of
somehow getting beyond modernism, Butd, which is based on an Asian
philosophy of the unity of the body and the soul, is a current flowing back
towards the premodern era. Butd was born more than 20 years ago, a bit
earlier than Western postmodern dance. A long time has passed since then.!

The 1980 appearance of Ohno Kazuo and Sankai Juku at the Nancy
Dance Festival in France was the turning point that si gnalled Butd’s assump-
tion of a leading role in the international dance scene. Although Ashikawa
Yokoand the group Buto-ha Sebi had givensporadic performances in Europe
before then, after 1980 Buto’s popularity swelled so rapidly that, astonishingly
enough, they sold out the Paris Opera House. At the 1982 Avignon Festival,
Ohno Kazuo appeared along with Dai Rakuda-kan, and in 1983 Hijikata
Tatsumi’s group participated in the “Six Country Festival” in Europe.

Although the look of Butd has a number of unique features, the
strangely transfigured appearance of the body is probably the most character-
istic. Butd dancers wear white makeup. At first, the dancers smeared
themselves with white chalk dissolved in glue, so that their skin had a bizarre
roughness like that of a shellfish. These days, however, they simply mix white
makeup with water and paint themselves, so their white skin seems no
different from that of a Kabuki actor. Why is it that this white makeup has
become such a characteristic feature of Buts?

According to Ohno Kazuo, in the early years the dancers relied on
white makeup to cover up the fact that their technique was still undeveloped.

"This translation is from Ichikawa Miyébi, ““Butd’ Josetsu,” in Butd;
Nikutai no_Suriarisutotachi (Butd: Surrealists of the Flesh), ed. Hanaga
Mitsutoshi (Tokyo: Gendai Shokan, 1983), unpaginated.
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