About Butoh

Introduction

Butoh is an enigma, an ever-evolving mystery. Violent or peaceful, slow or manic, painfully intimate or grandly spectacular, freely improvised or choreographed in stylized gestures, Butoh seems to fly away from itself, resisting definition or explanation, yet profoundly transforming those who encounter it.

Butoh burst upon the world in 1959 in Tokyo in a performance by Tatsumi Hijikata and Yoshito Ono that was immediately labeled scandalous by Japanese society. Violent and sexual, irrational and frightening, Hijikata danced in search of his own body. What does it mean to be incarnate on earth - "a corpse standing upright?"

[image: image1]Butoh's founders, Kazuo Ono and Hijikata, trained in Western dance and in the German Neue Tanze tradition. They searched for a way of moving that better fit their bodies, that was distinctly Japanese without being traditionally Japanese. In seeking a Japanese dance, they discovered something universal, a new art form, neither theater nor dance, that offered a way to overcome the distance between the dancer and the body and between the body and the universe. Convinced that the exploration of forbidden sexual passions could free the body from artifice, rejecting dance as self-expression and drawing inspiration from nature and from the imagination, from the crippled and the blind, these early Butoh pioneers gave birth to something that has revolutionized art. Today, Butoh has spread throughout the world and continues to develop in ways its founders could never have foreseen.

Founders

Tatsumi Hijikata (1928-1986) was a central figure in twentieth century arts. Mercurial and restless, he developed several different styles of performance that have come to be called Butoh. His early work, influenced by the writings of Genet and Artaud, was sexual and chaotic, violent and improvised, and lead at one time to his being banned by the Japanese Dance Association. By the late sixties he had begun to develop a new dance, highly choreographed with stylized gestures drawn from Hijikata's childhood memories of his northern Japan home. It is this style which is most often associated with Butoh by Westerners. 

Drawn to the mysteries he saw revealed in the female body, Hijikata began in the early seventies to work intensively with a few women dancers, most notably Yoko Ashikawa. Here Hijikata developed his famous style of work in which he would speak to the dancers, improvising through a repertoire of hundreds of images, transformations that the dancers would move to. By all accounts, Hijikata's collaboration with Ashikawa produced some of the most magical moments on a twentieth century stage.

Through the early eighties, Hijikata withdrew from performance and assumed a mentoring role behind the scenes, nurturing many butoh artists. Just as he began to work again his life was cut tragically short in 1986.
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Kazuo Ono (b. 1906) collaborated with Hijikata in the earliest days of butoh, before it even was butoh, and continued to work with Hijikata periodically until Hijikata's death, yet his art took a very different route. The heart of his work remains improvisation, striving to reveal the spontaneous life of the universe in every moment. Unlike most butoh artists, his work is full of emotion, yet still rooted in the vivid internal imagery that is the hallmark of the form. He is often described as the light that contrasts the darkness of Hijikata's Ankoko Butoh.

Ono stopped performing for many years, but returned to the stage in 1977 at the age of 71, inspired by a painting that reminded him of a glorious dancer he had seen as a youth. The performance that came out of this epiphany , "Admiring La Argentina," is among Ono's most famous.

At 98, Ono remains a solo artist of unparalled expression and depth. Though he never directed his own company, he is renowned the world over as a teacher and through his classes has profoundly influenced several generations of dancers.

Notes on Butoh

Attempting to describe butoh is often like the blind men describing the elephant: everyone grasps only part of the picture. About the only thing every butoh artist has in common is a dogged determination to find his or her own way.

Still, there are certain ideas that constellate around butoh. One is the concept of the empty body. This refers to an opening up of space in the body to allow yourself room to be moved. To move without conscious intention or desire for self-expresson. (Growtoski said that to have a desire to express yourself is to be divided- part of you commands, part of you obeys. True expression, he said, is that of a tree. This idea is resonant with butoh.)

Being rather than expression. When a modern dancer wants to dance water, he or she might think about how water moves and develop ways of reflecting or expressing that movement in the body. A butoh artist would be more likely to create the experience of being water vividly in his or her internal imagination and then let the body be free to respond as it will to the impulses created by the image.
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Which brings up two key points. The first is that much butoh movement is derived from an inner image that the dancer holds during the dance. The movements then come from impulses created by the image rather than conscious choices by the dancer.

The other issue this raises is that the audience cannot usually discern what this internal image is - nor should it. Good butoh is like a Rorschach test. The audience reads their own story in the actions

For some artists, the result is a very depersonalized form of butoh. Min Tanaka says, "I do not dance in the space; I dance the space," suggesting that the impulse for his dance is not coming from ego or self. Other butoh artists, like Akira Kasai, reject what they see as an objectification of the body and strive to manifest a conscious spirit in their dance. (What that spirit is, though, is not necessarily the obvious.) Kazuo Ono in particular reveals a depth of emotion rare among butoh artists. 

Another element most butoh has in common is a rejection of traditonal value judgments in regards to the art. "Do not try to be good," Kazuo Ono says. For this reason, critics especially seem dumbfounded by the art form. The values they are looking for are not ones that butoh artists strive for.

There is also a clear preference among butoh artists for performing away from traditional stages.

There is a fascination with the grotesque and the absurd in much of butoh, as well as a nostalgia for a pre-modern society. Butoh evokes a timeless world that existed before culture and will exist after it.

Tatsumi Hijikata
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"Western dance begins with its feet firmly planted on the ground whereas butoh begins with a dance wherein the dancer tries in vain to find his feet. What has happened to the tucked-in feet? 

"What has become of our bodies?" Tatsumi Hijikata
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"I'm convinced that a pre-made dance, a dance made to be shown is of no interest. The dance should be caressed and fondled; here I'm not talking about a humorous dance but rather an absurd dance. It must be absurd. It is a mirror which thaws fear. The dancer should dance in this spirit. 

"In other forms of dance, such as flamenco or classical dance. the movements are derived from a fixed technique; they are imposed from the outside and are conventional in form. In my case, it's the contrary, my dance is far removed from conventions and techniques ... it is the unveiling of the inner life." Tatsumi Hijikata
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"When one considers the body in relation to dance, it is then that one truly realizes what suffering is: it is a part of our lives. No matter how much we search for it from the outside there is no way we can find it without delving into ourselvers.

"We are broken from birth. We are only corpses standing in the shadow of life. Therefore what is the point of becoming a professional dancer? If a man becomes a laborer and a woman a servant, isn't that enough in itself?

"That is the essense of butoh - and that is how I lead my communal life.

"We should live in the present. We should do what we have to do now and not keep putting it on the long finger as the majority of adults do. That is why they exhaust themseves. For children, there is only the present. They are not afraid. Fear envelops us in a fine mesh. We must remove this mesh.

"We should be afraid! The reason that we suffer from anxiety is that we are unable to live with our fear. Anxiety is something created by adults. The dancer, through the butoh spirit, confronts the origins of his fears: a dance which crawls towards the bowel of the earth. I do not believe this is possible with European dance." Tatsumi Hijikata
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"Butoh plays with time, it also plays with perspective, if we, humans, learn to see things from the perspective of an animal, an insect, or even inanimate objects. The road trodden everyday is alive ... we should value everything." Tatsumi Hijikata
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"Butoh is a corpse standing straight up in a desperate bid for life." Tatsumi Hijikata
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"Again and again we are reborn. It is not enough simply to be born of the mother's womb. Many births are necessary. Be reborn always and everywhere. Again and again." Tatsumi Hijikata
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"I keep one of my sisters alive in my body when I am creating a butoh piece, she tears off the darkness in my body and eats more than is necessary of it -- when she stand up I sit down compulsively." Tatsumi Hijikata
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"When I begin to wish I were crippled --even though I am perfectly healthy -- or rather that I would have been better off born a cripple, that is the first step towards butoh." Tatsumi Hijikata
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"Even your own arms, deep inside your body feel foriegn to you, feel that they do not belong to you. Here lies an important secret. Butoh's radical essence is hidden here." Tatsumi Hijikata
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"(A carrot revealed to me a crucial shortcoming in my Butoh.) Is what we - human beings not carrots - call memory, really memory? What is memory if not the sum of all those things that have been eaten, erased, eliminated - in a word, all that has ceased to exist? And is not the world made so as to attend to that sum? My views have broadened my thinking in this way. I have no idea on what yardstick our memory was first based. But if we would only annihilate this "memory," then an infinite world would come about where Butoh could find its proper place. Unless we deal with such problems we will only end up worrying about this straitened world - and thus, putting a lock on the door to the universe." Tatsumi Hijikata
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Kazuo Ono

"The dancer's costume is to wear the universe." Kazuo Ono
This description of a class with Kazuo Ono is taken from a wonderful and unfortunately out of print book by Jean Viala and Nourit Masson-Sekine called Butoh: Shades of Darkness.
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A class with Kazuo Ono is no ordinary class. When does the class begin? When we take the train from Tokyo to Yokohama? When we climb the path which leads to the house on a hill? While we sit around the table in his studio, drinking tea and listening to him before beginning to work?

Sitting crosslegged in his armchair, he speaks, "My art is an art of improvisation. It is dangerous. To succeed, one must first reach the very depths of the human soul, and then, express it ..."

He says that he doesn't like to teach, that he doesn't know how. And this is true. He doesn't "teach." He nourishes; he guides; he provokes; he inspires. This is undoubtedly the difference between a "master" and a "teacher."

The class begins. He assigns a subject for improvisation. The "dead body" is a theme he often suggests. "What could be the life of that which is dead? It is this impossibility that we must create." He explains that for his dance, we must not try to control the body, but to let the soul breathe life into the flesh.

He adds: "Be free! Let go!" Being free is not doing what we want or what we think. On the contrary, it means being liberated from thought and will. "You are happy because you are free. You smile: a flower blossoms in your mouth."

He approaches a student who is holding his arms above his head. He indicates the limits of space thus formed and tells him, "There is an entire universe here." He then adds, "Paradise is at your fingertips." To another he hints, "I am glad to be alive!" Then for all to hear: "You are glad to be alive!"

He later explains that the illogical is liberating, that the impossible opens new paths. "Today, you will dance Hamlet in a world of frogs."

Although he will sometimes correct a pose or explain the elementary movement of the body, he generally avoids imposing the slightest technique; it is up to the student to create whatever techniques are necessary. Ono is there to open up the imagination, to help discover the soul. He guides the student so that he can become like "the creator of the world, he who has no identity, he who existed before the appearance of the individual. Then, all is but a game."

Akiko Motofuji

In June of 1996, Akiko Motofuji, Hijikata's widow and director of the butoh group Asbestos-kan, taught as part of the San Francisco Butoh Festival. On the last day, she spoke about Hijikata's life and work. These are previously unpublished notes from that class.
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She talked about the origins of butoh. How it came from Hijikata's sense of his own body being unsuited for the Western ballet and modern in which he had been trained. How the basic butoh walk was not developed from Noh or Kabuki, but from the sense of walking across muddy rice fields. How Hijikata took his inspiration from nature and learned to move by observing nature, animals and water, rock and wind. How he was never concerned with the political or social movements, but only with his art. How he would always work with his dancers from midnight to 6 AM. (At the symposium, she said this was because he said the dance of darkness is not for daylight, but in class she said it was because all the dancers had day jobs!) How Hijikata died, choreographing one last piece when he found out he had only a month to live. How, supported by his friends' hands, he danced for them on his death bed in the last days of his life, danced until he died.

But most of all how Hijikata was trying to find a universal way of moving. How he worked starting with wind and breath, which all humans have. His vision of the one-ness of humanity (the basis of his work "A-bomb and Navel," that all humans have a navel, have that in common). Someone asked her what she thought of Westerners calling themselves butoh artists, and she said that though she had never seen a Western butoh group, she felt that Hijikata was telling her the butoh should be free and that it was not something to hold onto, to hold to herself.

She said that the movement in Hijikata's work from improvisation to choreography was made simply because of the practical necessity of working with a large company. His had grown to 30 people by the time of Hoso-tan, and simply to keep things manageable in the room he had to choreograph. But the butoh is not about technique or about imitating the form of Hijikata's movement, but about finding our bodies, own ways of moving.

She said that though Hijikata could be a hard man in class, yelling at his students, he was a very warm and loving man. And handsome. And fashionable. (he came in 2nd place in a James Dean look-alike contest, and, after he shaved his head, he came in 2nd place in a Yul Brynner look-alike contest) And he was a very humorous man.

She spoke about the universal experience that lay at the heart of butoh, that butoh is about finding yourself and re-finding all the things we have in childhood and lose as we grow up: the sense of wonder and excitement. While we danced she played a recording of a foetus' heartbeat.

