Anneliese Ranzoni

“There ain’t no ‘I know Butoh’: Dialogue and Identity Amongst Butoh Performers.

Abstract

Since its appearance, butoh has developed into a complex dance form. Butoh is unconventional within the realm of traditional dance and theater forms; ballet, modern dance, Noh and other older performance art are referred to as traditional in this paper. It is argued by participants that there are no “basics” by which to define butoh and there is no authority on the subject of the art form. However, when one begins to listen to the descriptions of performers, an underlying sense of individualism emerges. I have looked at how the practices of butoh are represented in a set of speech forms. This set of speech acts define current butoh as based in individual autonomy versus its Eastern origins in a historically specific context. 

Research Questions and Significance

-Butoh “uses the image of androgyny, whose mixing of sexes and roles epitomizes social disorder” (Viala & Masson-Sekine 17).


Butoh is a dance form that originated in Japan in 1959, and people call it dark and ugly.      Butoh purposes to express the movement of the body free of culturally explicit gestures. Whereas, traditional dance forms like ballet and Modern dance use the body to make movement, training or rehearsal exercises eventually become automatic and therefore do not require an individual to be fully conscious. Butoh performers say that by fully connecting to the mind, the body is able to move in connection with their full being. This type of description is very vague. This is where I have found that comprehension of language use is important in understanding the meaning that butoh creates for the performers.


      Butoh uses movement which employs physical postures we have been socialized to avoid, and so it carries with it an unpleasantness for the viewer. These characteristics are present in most performances. I wanted to understand how choosing a means of performance that is intentionally confrontational (ugly, dark, slow, crude, socially unacceptable, nude, etc.) claims to bind body and mind. Furthermore, I have found that this identity also becomes allusive in definition, i.e., is it a dance, religion, or theater? 


An elusive identity also excuses Butoh from adherence to traditional forms while simultaneously spilling over into them. One of the questions in my research is: how has Butoh taken hold in the United States. Furthermore, has the intention of the art changed from its origin in Japan nearly half a century ago? I believe that involvement in a performance art that carries no proclaimed expression is really an expression of a more profound understanding of societal norms. How may a dance based in socially imposed constraints on the body free us from a culturally and physically confined behavior?

Introduction

Around the beginning of the nineteen sixties the dance form known as butoh emerged in Japan. butoh was born out of a single performance where a chicken was strangled between the legs of the person on stage. Today butoh has developed into an, arguably, more palatable dance/theater.  Butoh has found its way to the United States and other countries around the world. The art form has found large followings within some US cities such as Asheville, Los Angeles, Chicago and New York, and Asheville. 

Butoh is unconventional within the realm of traditional dance and theater forms; ballet, modern dance, Noh and other older performance art are referred to as traditional in this paper. Since its appearance, butoh has developed into a complex form in its own right. Different styles and modes of thought diverge from each other according to participants and dancers in the current butoh scene. 

It is argued by butoh participants that there are no “basics” by which to define Butoh, there is no authority on the subject of the art form. However, when one begins to read about the art, or participate in butoh, and listen to the dialog of performers, there are many themes and many overlapping adjectives which reappear several times over: dark, slow, raw, course, etc. Often, the reoccurring themes seem to contradict the feelings given by the performers in regards to why they choose to do Butoh, i.e. freeing, release, cathartic, transforming. Descriptions of butoh very rarely capture the movement itself. Still, one can immediately sense the difference in dancer’s attitudes about the form: liberating, comfortable, intense, etc.

There is a warning posed by many authors who attempt to tackle the task of describing butoh. Samuels claims that “writing about Butoh is best left to poetry—language’s own medium for capturing the intensity and abstraction of human emotion” (Samuels 2001). Immediately an unknowing spectator of Butoh is stripped of their ability to imagine the art form.  The very nature of Butoh is distancing from its audience; the ambiguity, the vulgarity of the costumes, the shifting meaning of a performance for the performer, or the non-decipherable meaning. Another trying aspect of butoh is the duration of many performances which can weary even the strongest of art lovers. 

“I tried to express nothing” (Stein 1986). In an interview with Min Tanaka, an early contributor to butoh, Susan Stein finds out that her interviewee strove to strip his performance of meaning. Does this not convey meaning? These are some of the metaphysical questions Butoh claims to pose.  But, there is more than just an attempt to “express nothing,” the dance explicitly highlight ugliness in the art. This was part of the creator's, Hijikata and Ohno's, intentions. When the language of the dancers comes under scrutiny it becomes apparent that imagery is essential to understanding a context where ideas are given power within a social understanding. 

Butoh is ambiguous. In an interview with Julie Gillum she says in full agreement that Butoh is defiantly ambiguous. What I, initially, had the greatest difficulty understanding was: How can butoh be ambiguous if performers do have ideas and images in their heads when they perform? How can thoughts be conveyed if there are so few ways in which one can articulate what they have seen, the ambiguity of the art. One solution given within the Butoh community is that the art is about the body, not the message. “My actual work is to awaken the emotions of the body sleeping in the depth of history” (Tanaka 1986). This is demonstrated in an article/poem written by Tanaka. We can see from this writing that there are methods of sidestepping traditional realms of performance critique. 

Once an art form moves out of the realm of a simply pleasurable experience for an audience, or more than purely aesthetic, it becomes Other, something “other” than mere entertainment. Once the art becomes more than appearance it becomes about the body, it is no longer singularly classifiable as art or culture. Many performers see butoh as more than an art, but a spiritual expression. Butoh transcends art and culture. Feliciano asks the question: “An art of anarchy becoming a spiritual practice?” (Feliciano 1998).   

Kurt Gottchalk documents a festival in the United States; Here, people perform what looks like in every essence butoh, but “don’t consider themselves Butoh dancers” (Gottchalk 2003), titles like ‘avant-guartists’ are used instead. There seems a contradiction the self professed freedom of movement based so heavily in “tension and counter-tension” (Poesio 1999). However, again, when the language of the dancers is analyzed they demonstrate the use of objectionable movement as a social critique, and it is this which provides them with a sense of autonomy or freedom. 

Butoh contains a community where meanings are scrutinized verbally, but done so in an inconspicuous manner, because it appears that the dance itself is the thing being dissected. There is, I believe, an immense potential for viewing the way Butoh performers define themselves.  So far I have tried not to call Butoh a dance, I have tried not to call it a form of theater, and I have tried not to call it a spiritual or religious practice. Butoh is all of these things and none of them. Within different contexts this art is meaningful in ways that help to promote it to audiences that will accept it.  

This brings us to the notion of perspective, an important aspect for understanding butoh.  We can view the change in the role of Butoh for dancers as it evolves and takes shape in form and meaning for performers in the United States in contrast to the creator’s original reasons behind developing the movement. This is one issue addressed by Toepfer where he explains: “the potential for the nude performing body to 'shock, frighten, disgust, or otherwise produce emotional turbulence in the spectator” (Toepfer 1996). Nudity is one mean of creating a shifting definition for the art form; because nudity differs in meaning from one culture to another it creates new contexts for understanding the meaning behind the art.

Furthermore, we must address the inevitability of an art form that, no matter how shocking it was at its premiere, will become integrated into a larger social context. Is this the place where values surrounding a cultural/performance practice change? According to Richard Schechner: “The shock value has gone out of art...like it or not, the avant-guard has formed its own powerful tradition” (Shechner 1986).

The issue of culture in performance is important for understanding meaning within that culture. Knowledge of the original intention in a cultural practice is imperative to understanding the reasons for any transitions or shifts that occur within it. Traditional dancing and daces often serve to portray an image and/or convey social patterns; butoh attempts to cast off these implications by out rightly denying them. Butoh dancers claim their aim is to connect the body and the mind, which is oppositional to other dance forms where “learned exercises tend to be pragmatics, you start the exercise, and then let it run wild while you disengage the mind” (Marshall 2001). 

This motive of elevating the body seems to invert the construction of the body and the mind, when the body is leading the dance it becomes an individual expression, which ultimately transcends one meaning to form a claimed larger human language. However, upon deeper inspection we see that the language may remain the same while the meaning changes. Once a cultural practice is reconstructed by a different culture, the meaning is transformed. In butoh, the meaning is transformed through alterations of acceptable bodily behavior. In the U.S. an individual’s behavior becomes the focus of transformation. 

Methods
           The Participants in this study number approximately twelve people who I was engaged with through participant observation; I took butoh classes at the BeBe Theater in Asheville, NC. The students at the BeBe Theater include students, teachers and performers of Butoh. I have interviewed two performers who have been involved with Butoh for several years and four who are currently members of larger troops. I have also interviewed three performers who are college age and have been involved with butoh no more than three years each.  Age of participants ranges from 15 to 50’s. All but one of the participants have been living in Asheville for at least the last four years. I interviewed participants using an audio cassette recorder and through participant observation. I was most involved with the contributors whom I engaged in participant observation with.

            I do not believe that any information I have gathered will be detrimental or harmful to the participant’s well being. Through out the paper, however, I refer to the participants who attended the Butoh class only by their first name, and sometimes by pseudonyms. The reason for this is that the participant’s attendance of the Butoh class was often short lived. There were times that a person would attend only one class and I was unable to get follow up information on them.

Theoretical background


Ien Ang addresses in her essay, Living Room Wars, the possibility of a global community headed in the direction of total homogeneity. It has been theorized that due to media forms that transmit culture across previously impossible distances, the world is becoming uniform. Ang claims that complications arise, though, when we relegate the majority of the world to passive victims of cultural imperialism; “In other words, global media do affect, but cannot control local meaning” (Ang 419).


Butoh was born of cultural impositions, as an intentional response as well as a reaction to imposed ideologies. Further mutations of butoh occurred after it was then exported to the U.S. Another interpretation is created, born from some of the individualistically American ideals and concepts that butoh initially was rebelling against.


Jeff Todd Titon’s book, Powerhouse for God; Speech, Chant, and Song in an Appalachian Baptist Church, discusses the use and function of conversion narratives and perlocutionary utterances in a United States church. Titon refers to language as a venue in which people can express themselves. Through verbal expression defined as narratives, individual members were able obtain cultural capital within a specific setting: other members of the church who were able to reciprocate and bestow this capital (Titon 360-361).


Within the context of group meetings, testifiers could experience their own autonomy while simultaneously experiencing a sense of community in the group which reinforced and related to the content of the narratives.  I believe that the structure in which butoh is learned serves a very similar purpose. Response to a verbal cue creates a verbal key which dancers must individually interpret, and then impart to the whole group. Just like the Baptist church goers, two roles are played out in the performance of butoh, that of an individual importance and that of the group’s critique. 


Pierre Bourdieu wrote Sociology in Question, in which he discusses the habitus. The habitus is “something powerfully generative…the habitus is a product of conditioning which tends to reproduce the objective logic of those conditionings while transforming it” (Bourdieu 376). Bourdieu presents a similar framework to Ang, in that these two theorists make claims about the inevitable adaptations of culture. Because there are continuous cultural shifts as social roles are practiced, the claim that a newer form or practice is less authentic is made void and null. 


Butoh originated in Japan within a certain context. Butoh is practiced in the U.S. within a certain context. Both countries where butoh is performed share some aspects, however, they also differ greatly. The overlap and differences found in butoh from Japan to the U.S. demonstrates Bourdieu’s claim that it is through practice, cultural forms that they retain, reshape and reinforce their original and changing meanings.

Social context


“The problem with cultural perception of the relationship between form and content remained a stumbling block… our common vocabulary (‘movement,’ ‘narrative,’ ‘motion,’ etc.) needs to be more carefully defined with regard to the specific aesthetic, including its political dimensions.” (Birringer 95).

The short duration of butoh’s existence is an interesting aspect of its expression. Considering the history behind butoh in relation to many more traditional dance forms, which can claim at least a century or more since their establishment, there has been an immense discourse and divergence from what people consider the origination. 

The time period when butoh immerged in Japan is crucial in understanding the role this played in shaping it. Japan in the 1960’s was a country amidst dramatic upheaval. American influence is a simplistic way of framing the interacting cultural values that ensued at the time; however, the dramatic presence that the United States imposed resulted in many contradictory messages for Japanese citizens. 

The U.S. presence in Japan lead to rapid urbanization and forced conversion to a democratic system. American images and cultural ideologies were imported through forceful and subtle methods that lead to a simultaneous rejection and incorporation of U.S. culture; “Modernization could not be accepted, but neither could it be fought. It could only be laughed at, escaped from via nostalgia and ‘tradition,’ or dug into and reconstructed, as a nightmare image on stage” (Viala & Masson-Sekine 11). Butoh is just one of the art forms produced from the politics and culture of this era.

Life was greatly altered for many people. Agriculturists had turned to cities out of necessity and U.S. enforced motivation. Faced with an uncomfortably recent and quickly assumed identity, many people, young and old, were looking back to their roots with a sense of nostalgia. Much of the art coming out of Japan in the 1960’s was a mixture of avant-garde mixed with a return to established forms based in cultural traditions. A new object was realized in butoh; the arts needed to elevate Japanese ideals in the face of American invasion of values.

Many Japanese people felt they had possessed a sense of ceremony which was systematically being reduced and belittled by the U.S.  Japanese art from the mid 19th century donned a look of a crippled and impoverished people, thereby highlighting the same traits that outsiders were outwardly misconstruing. The two credited founders of butoh had their roots in the country side of Japan where people lived an agricultural lifestyle. The place and time, the movement, and cultural transitions coupled with newfound need to reassert national dignity lead Kazuo Ohno and Tatsumi Hijikata to borrow from the postures of the agricultural lives they had been born into.

Tatsumi Hijikata

His goal was to find the “will to systematically shatter the habits which limit the way we move our bodies and the way we perceive our bodies” (Viala & Masson-Sekine 17).


Tatsumi Hijikata, born in 1929, grew up in the countryside of Japan, the youngest of nine children. He spent his days mostly alone in his house, which also served as his parent’s noodle shop, because his “sisters had apparently been sold off as children so that the family could survive,” (Hoffman 14) and his older brothers were involved with the war. He lists as his companions the spirits of Japanese legends, most notably the kazedaruma (Japanese wind spirit) who was the wind taking the form of humans. 


Stories of Hijikata’s youth sprinkled his discussions about butoh. The importance of kazedaruma, however, demonstrates the impact of natural elements and their fierce nature in Hijikata’s life (a reoccurring theme takes shape in Kazuo Ohno’s development).

In the 1950’s Hijikata made the transition from town to city, and moved to Tokyo to study modern dance and newly introduced theater forms. 


In the year 1959 an important event surrounding butoh and Hijikata occurred. He performed a controversial dance/theater piece where “a young boy, enacted sex with a chicken squeezed between his thighs and then succumbed to Hijikata” (Hoffman 11). This particular performance is telling in regards to the foundations of butoh for two reasons: one, Hijikata choreographed the piece from images in a novel containing a homosexual theme, and two, because it set the groundwork for a taboo provoking art form.


Hijikata was immersed in butoh as a means for relaying messages of conflict. Based in movement taken from the farmers he grew up around, Hijikata saw this as the extremes of life, the extremes under which the body was forced to function, the back breaking labor that is necessary in life. “I am very aware that my butoh originates somewhere totally different from the performing arts related to religion-Buddhism, Shintoism, or whatever- I was born from the mud” (Viala & Masson-Sekine 71). Hijikata seems to refer back again and again to the setting of his youth, the country, the soil, the agricultural life: born of the mud. 


Literally, it might be said that the mud moved Hijikata. The structure of butoh, based in ideas of reformatted traditions, was inspired by words. Language was the key to dancing. Movement was born of an image of the natural world. While performing butoh, a dancer would only be thinking of, say for example, a flower or the wind rattling a tree against the window. Hijikata called this dance Ankoku Butoh, which translates to Dance of Darkness (Joan Laage). 

There is room for interpretation whether the grounds for these childhood images are that of pride or imposed shame. The mud bears harvests, yet it is also entails a lifestyle which was taking on a negative image in the face of United States presence. Urbanization was seen as progressive in comparison to agriculture viewed as archaic. Was Hijikata affected by such propaganda, or did he seek to return to what many Japanese saw as having a higher value? It is most likely that both these influences bore the fruits of butoh in the mind of Hijikata; “…through dance we must depict the human posture in crisis…” (Viala & Masson-Sekine 82).

Kazuo Ohno

“He [Ohno] lives. His dance is the incarnation of his emotions. Images go through his mind: childhood memories, the memory of a drawing by William Blake, a game played in a barn, a ship’s mast…all this takes form in his body” (Viala & Masson-Sekine 42).


Kazuo Ohno was born in a place similar to where Hijikata grew up. While Hijikata was exposed to traditional theater forms through his father, Ohno left for the urban area of Japan at a younger age and became interested in gymnastics and modern dance. Modern dance was one of the many new imports to Japan during the mid 19th century, and this occurred some time after it had taken hold in other countries. 

While modern dance was being drawn out of western traditions, it presented a very different and new style of movement in Japan’s dance world. For Ohno, movement was a natural form of expression of emotion. The establishment of new forms of movement in modern dance was coinciding with a growing spirituality in Ohno. Further coupled with the recent events of history and the new language of destruction, introduced by the war, Ohno found a medium that he could use to express himself. 


“Ohno says butoh revolves around the idea of the ‘dead body,’ into which the dancer places an emotion which can then freely express itself” (Viala & Masson-Sekine 22).  Ohno must have looked around him in the post war era and seen a great many remnants of the death toll left behind. It, perhaps, does not seem so out of place that one would draw images from an event as the basis for creative expression. 

Butoh could harness the force of the war by emulating it, while simultaneously high lighting the negative and disorienting affects of its outcome. “He [Ohno] later explains that the illogical is liberating, that the impossible opens new paths. ‘Today, you will dance Hamlet in a world of frogs’” (Viala & Masson-Sekine 55). Such a statement implies both the impact of a shattered and stripped heritage, bewildering to Japanese sense of tradition, and also the sudden relief from it.

Ohno has become, it seems, more and more spiritual the older he gets. Butoh took on a spiritual expression for him, one that could only honestly be conveyed through the body, but how to convey this to other dancers? Ohno once said that “As long as the body maintains an existence marked by social experience, it can not express the soul with purity” (Viala & Masson-Sekine 22). 

Ohno would give images to dancers. Choreography was based in the notion of a flower, the wind, or ‘Hamlet in a world of frogs.’ One proposed way to rid the mind, as well as the body, of social impositions may be to confuse or recreate traditional constructions. Dancers are no longer displaying imposed motion in Ohno’s butoh, they are being emotions;

“freedom of the dancer…must be understood in the Eastern sense: it does not mean ‘free-will,’ but rather shaking off the confines of free will, liberation of narrow thoughts and individuality. Dancing freely means giving up the notion of oneself” (Viala & Masson-Sekine 22).

From the combination of Ohno’s focus on spiritual expression and Hijikata’s construction of modern and past traditions, came an art form that has endured through the last half century and is still gaining its following. I will now look at this new following and their notions of traditional and current cultural relevance. 

Hamlet in a World of Frogs (or, Butoh in the U.S.)

It should be clearly noted that in the dimension in which butoh expresses a shared birth in the modern city and not in Japonism or exoticism, it has received a sympathetic response from western audiences, who have recognized in it a contemporaneous consciousness of the problematic. (Kuniyoshi  2)

The foundation of butoh can be observed in two defining elements: Ohno’s spirituality and Hijikata’s social critique and construction. These elements, some say, are obviously and forthrightly on display in most performances of butoh. Discomfort apparent in both the dancers and the audience demonstrate the crossing or transcendence of a social boundary. I believe that the same set of ideologies is at the basis for current, U.S., butoh practitioners, however, there is a separate and different underlying framework in which the dance is undertaken. 


Butoh has done more than carve out a niche for itself in the big cities like New York, Chicago, and San Francisco. Butoh surfaced in places as obscure as Montana and all over the state of North Carolina. North Carolina is where the majority of my research has taken place, (excluding a digital media collection from Joan Laage). 


Over the course of my observations of butoh performers in this state I found multiple reasons for their attraction to the art form, these ranged from: social freedom;

“I came from High School where there was the rigors of so much social pressure, and so much pressure to look [a certain] way…it’s a social pressure that transpires on you physically. When I went to butoh I just felt like I was understanding my body, and what it could say for the first time.” (From interview with Tina Ford-Cox)

There was also the desire to find a place in a larger social context; 

“My experiences living in Japan and studying butoh have paralleled my interest and involvement in Buddhism…Encountering butoh and spending many years on this path has been a ‘homecoming.’ (from interview with Joan Laage)

These are only a few aspects of meaning that butoh has taken on in the last half century.

However, it may be noted that there is a response to social impositions and cultural modes of thinking found in many United States born butoh dancers. The element that is perhaps the most telling, though, is the individual goals that the dancers hope to achieve through their involvement with the form, whether it is physical, political or spiritual.


Many of the individuals I observed in classes or interviewed expressed a desire to affect change or somehow make an impact on their audience because this was the measure for determining whether their butoh was truthful or authentic. While this seems, initially, to indicate a larger social awareness, I believe this demonstrates an internal way of thinking. An internal or individual way of thinking, for my purposes, is one where a single individual perceives a sense of power, or agency, through their influence on others. Furthermore, individualistic thinking is characterized by an interpretation of a larger social control over the individual, versus a mode of thought where the individual becomes less important within the context of the whole. 


The larger community, though, is where we must start. Butoh arrived in the United States during the early and mid 1980’s. This time period in the U.S. was fast paced and the art world reflected the country’s desires for ‘something new.’ Connections between the general state of affairs between 1960’s Japan and the 1980’s U.S. can be made. Japan had suffered a military defeat prior to the emergence of butoh, and it is arguable that the U.S. had experienced the same, although under different circumstances.


There was considerable back lash against the American occupation of Vietnam in the 1970’s, which, no doubt left many young people in the U.S. with a sense of nonexistent nationalism. As with butoh, the exposure to outside influences became a source for new art forms and ideologies.  The U.S., with its strong sense of a recently failed and unlawful imperialism, was ripe for the importation of butoh, Japan’s dance of darkness.   

Agency and Authenticity
-“A negative reaction is much better than no reaction. If there is no reaction then nothing has changed, nothing has been challenged, nothing has been moved” (Joan Laage).

-“as an artist, my work was able to impact more people than when I was engaged in modern dance” (Joan Laage).


Based on the readings and sentiments of my informants, I found that they expressed the need for butoh to be ‘truthful.’ Expressing truth or something real is the measurement by which many performers see butoh as being important. There must be truth in the dance for themselves and, sometimes, for the audience. Because ‘truth’ and ‘real’ are abstract, non descriptive terms, I was left confused; what does truth equate to? When I attempted to investigate into this question, the participants would often say that there is an aspect of humanity that is not always acknowledged, and so suppressing it is unnatural and false. 

Many butoh dancers are aware of their social environment. Dancers understand that there are rules and systems that guide us, what butoh seeks to defy is the forced enactment of these rules. Because social structures are by their very nature things that spread across a multitude and array of people and communities, they can never be perceived as accommodating or definitive of the masses as a singular entity; social practices are always contested. 

With regards to the social context and butoh’s content, Japanese artist may see the art form as means of distancing themselves from Western and Eastern influence; “Hijikata conceives of dance as a need to break through the shell formed by social habits, which keep the body lagging behind the revolution already accomplished in contemporary thought” (Hoffman 64). Western artist may see themselves as discarding traditional aesthetics in their own context. Furthermore, there may be a perceived sense of empowerment by stimulating such a strong reaction in an audience or observer:

Sometimes it’s disturbing, and I question what I have created or how my presence affects others, but often I feel that a negative reaction is a very good thing. I desire to move, to wake up, to inspire the audience, to make them feel something (and through this themselves). So, if they have a negative reaction, they really feel something, they know they are alive, very alive…something has awoken within them, something has shifted. I have been able to give them some nourishment to carry on life. (From an interview with Joan Laage)


The core visual element that the audience and the dancer are exposed to in butoh is a sense of distortion. Because grotesqueness is avoided in the majority of traditional dances, this aspect may by highlighted as means of forming a sense of authenticity; an aspect that is absent in other dance forms becomes a key factor in making butoh true or real for the performers:

I’ve learned a lot about the other kinds [of dance forms] too…-all dance is a form of expression. Butoh is just- it takes the ugly side, the scary side the parts that people just don’t want to look at. The frightening places, the fear, you know, the horror. It goes way beyond a movement. I think that that kind of power should be in all dance. That, and I, I don’  know if it’s possible to put that kind of authenticism in…say a part of ballet. (From an interview with Julie Gillum)

As demonstrated above, incorporating aspects of the ‘ugly,’ or liminal social content is one way in which butoh performers have created an empowering act. By means of associating with elements that do not contain capital within a dominant society, performers create a niche where they are able to perceive this as influential precisely because it goes against the greater social modes of thought and perception. 


In an interview with Tina Ford-Cox, she explained that she was able to escape the constraints of social impositions through performing butoh: 

But your body, I feel in our culture especially, but some in Japanese culture as well, but your body is subsumed by society, and uh and other things you must answer to: your parents, your peers, your religion, your culture, the obligations you have. And your mind answers to this your mind organizes yourself, your mind says ‘stand up straight,’ ‘carry yourself this way.’ 

She repeated this sentiment again in the interview, but this time with a more personal 

affect:


I came from high school where there were the rigors of so much social pressure and so much pressure to look ‘this way’…a pressure to be thin, a pressure to be tall, a pressure to be blond, a pressure to be white, a pressure to be a virgin, the pressure to be the proper girl, the pressure to have a morality with your body that’s not necessarily natural…It’s all of this…It’s a social pressure that transpires on you physically. And when I went to butoh I just felt like I was understanding my body and what it could say, for the first time. (From an interview with Tina Ford-Cox)

Here, the performer is relating an escape from negative social norms through individual acceptance of her body. While this may appear contrary to the empowered feeling gained from affecting one’s audience, there are some important overlaps that can bee found. 
By refusing to conform to behavior that we are socialized to expect, butoh performers gain a sense of personal agency. The agency provided through butoh, then, is defined through individual perception or frameworks based on the role and conduct of the body. 

Being able to just be inside their bodies AND head, and- and be alone in there and go: ‘ooh, lets explore this. What is this about? What does it remind me of?’ and to be able to have idea while you’re dancing and not think about things like: ‘oh, gosh my fat is extending over my leotard’ or- you know, this is stuff that I used to think about. (laughs, her tone of voice implies absurdity in this notion) ‘my leg is not as high as everyone else on stage.’ ‘I’m not turning fast enough,’ ‘oh, gosh I slipped. Oh, I fell down.’ What ever. No one cares! I mean I don’t care anymore. Cause I used to be so hung up about shit like that when I was dancing. And I was always insecure and I was never good enough. (From an interview with Julie Gillum)

Again, the performer reveals that the same movement which is designed to impact the audience is a means of creating a space where imperfections are intentional and necessary. The grotesqueness of butoh repels the audience, while simultaneously invoking a place free from scrutiny by challenging norms. 

Body Speak or Butoh Speak?

“Butoh, like many other Japanese concepts, is defined by its very evasion of definition” (Hoffman 9).

“Language is ‘body of standards for speech behavior, body if organizing principles for giving order to such behavior’” (Titon ). 


The use of descriptive language that proclaims to outsiders that butoh is ‘grotesque’ is a mechanism that immediately calls attention to something discomforting. Many dancers will say that they are pleased when audience members are displeased after watching a performance. It is not that butoh dancers seek to create an ugly image, many in fact say that they believe that there is great beauty in the dance, but they wish to create an impact. 


As I described earlier (refer to “Agency” section), the desire to enact influence is one that can not be disconnected from a polite or traditional social context. In an article by Bonnie Sue Stein, she claims that after you see butoh, you either remember that you love it or that you hate it (Stein 112). In an interview with Julie Gillum, she echoed the exact same sentiment; “You either remember that you loved seeing butoh, or you remember that you HATED butoh!” (From interview with Julie Gillum)


Use of slow, disjointed, often extremely contorted movement and music can make an audience uncomfortable, leading them to shift in their seats. This occurred one time during a show I attended, you could hear the audience member’s stomach growl, could this be another version of the body speaking; Body language? Even the audience is put under the lens during butoh performances. Any movement is noticeable, sound carries farther when music is barely audible. The audience member is reduced to a body watching, which can feel as though s/he is being scrutinized along side the dance itself.


To outsiders the message may seem clear: that butoh is designed to repel, that it is   used only to create a spectacle or offense, which it usually does. However, to the insider, the performer, I found something very inviting, sometimes a little too inviting, tugging may even be the right word. After attending my first butoh class it became clear that there is a running dialogue based in images; the non-descriptive essence of butoh becomes very vivid, and often very personal, when you are asked to share with the other dancers your images that you have in your head as your body expresses such. 


The basis for butoh can be found in images, often images in nature, such as Hijikata’s reference to a farmer’s hunched back and bent knees. Whatever they are, the images are integral to performing butoh. The classes, taught by Julie Gillum, that I attended all incorporated the use of images as inspiration for movement. Furthermore, and very telling of a butoh community is the combined element of discussing our individual image. 


During the first class I attended, Julie gave us three words: 1) falling, 2) rolling, and 3) rising. We were then expected to pick three separate images which coincide with the above motions. At intervals of five minutes apart (prompted by Julie) we were supposed to transition between the three motions while thinking about the coinciding images we had chosen. When the music had ended Julie asked us to share what our three images had been. Julie was eager to know what images I had chosen for the first motion. I told her it had been the boulder from an Indian Jones movie. 

In one of the Indian Jones Trilogy, the movie begins set amidst some foreign jungle. The protagonist, an archeologist, trying to obtain an artifact, almost loses his life in a booby-trapped cave. The final obstacle is a giant boulder that is sent rolling along a track running from the ceiling to the end of the cave. Due to the weight of a man sized boulder and this particular rock’s forward and downward momentum, this image seemed to make perfect sense to me. This image represented both the first and second motion, i.e. something falling and rolling. 


Julie’s response when I told her about the image which had induced me to dance, was that it couldn’t have been. According to Julie my movement was so powerful, it was as if “you were collapsing from the inside, like you couldn’t help it.” She insisted twice more on knowing if there was some other image I had had in mind while dancing, as if there were certain rules of dialogue I had failed to employ. I was not yet familiar with butoh speak.


This is a very communal way of expressing a very individual way of expression. The movement is person specific, but then it becomes an explanation to the community, an invitation to share an experience. In conjunction with communal dialog is perlocutionary speech which reinforces the dancer’s ability to embody an image and effectively bring it into being. The image is effectively made ‘real’ by the dancer’s relation or narrative to the other dancers about the movement’s meaning. 


The use of language is integral to understanding the butoh performer’s sense of empowerment from their involvement. It can be assumed that there is a rejection of larger social values due to the lack of pleasantry in the art of butoh. However, an internal unit is formed because of the design of classes where butoh is learned. 


Most butoh performances in the United States are solo, many of the subjects in this project said they prefer to focus on solo projects. However, in order to learn butoh, there must be at least two people present. While taking classes at the BeBe Theater, there was never a class that didn’t use some sort of dialogue between dancers, most of which were a critique of the person, as much as the dance. 

West Greats East 


Today in the United States there is a pervasive sense of self that comes through in butoh performer’s dance and discussion of their work. One reporter at a 2005 festival had this to say about the event: “In three programs of solo works seen last week at the Theater for the New City, all United States or world premiers, the primacy of the individual was underlined” (La Rocco E4). 


Language is one of the overarching themes directing many of the participation in butoh, in areas that range from performance to social critique. I mentioned earlier that there are specific language patterns that reappear in dancer’s dialogues. Much of this has to do with the misconception that butoh has not changed from the time of its creation or because dancers, and critics alike, have all insisted on the idea that butoh is indescribable or without definition. 


Yet another form of language use I observed among the U.S. butoh performers was the comparison to eastern based religious practices. During the second class I attended at the BeBe Theater, Julie, the teacher, decided to use two images as movement guides: 1) Smiling Buda, and 2) Perverse Peeking Turtle. The first image is slightly more self explanatory, it is an explicitly religious posture. Julie would invite us to embody the Buda, “imagine you really are the Smiling Buda” (observed in butoh class). In another class we used this image again, this time Julie had us “look out of [our] third eye,” saying “it’s like giving yourself a little gift. Go with the flow of energy” (from butoh class, participant observation).  


The second image for this class, Perverse Peeking Turtle, seems initially to have no spiritual reference whatsoever. In actuality, Julie explained that this image was an old Buddhist idea; “We have 108 desires, and the turtle embodies these all,” the turtle reaches out “to touch everything it wants to” (From butoh class, participant observation).  This image too, although representative of negative aspects is colored with references to eastern spirituality, giving it, perhaps, a greater sense of authenticity. 


Use of eastern spiritual practices may be another way of framing or creating authenticity.  The last butoh class I attended happened to be taught by a substitute, Shaun, also a friend of Julie. Shaun had been practicing butoh for the last three and a half years. This was an interesting class because Shaun and I were the only two people there. Being the only two people meant that we were able to talk a lot about butoh. Shaun was by no means lacking in conversation.


Shaun asked me if I had taken a butoh class before and when I told him that I was writing about it, he jumped in very quickly with little initiation from me, to a story about how he discovered it himself. Shaun’s partner, he told me, wrote her thesis on butoh and women’s studies. While he was exposed to butoh through his partner, it wasn’t until Shaun recovered from a broken back that he became interested; “I needed to do something to acknowledge the lower half of my body, you know, because it was this part of me that I might never have felt sensation in ever again” (From informal interview with Shaun). 


Shaun was explicit in his reason for getting involved with butoh, it was more than something physically enabling. Shaun discussed the need to find something spiritual in his life. Shaun saw a direct connection between butoh and Buddhism. He made many references to Buddhist ideas, and several of the images we used he framed as Buddhist thought. 


There are factions of butoh performers who believe the dance died with Hijikata, that Ankoku Butoh was the only real form and everything else is inauthentic. None-the-less, claims of contemporary butoh demonstrates the malleability of the form, based in a borrowed language of individualistic spiritual empowerment.

 Conclusion
“Yoshito is still alive, and so is Kazu Ohno, but he's a vegetable. He's pretty much bed ridden, he's dying. But, his son [Yoshito] knows everything, from both of them, and he's gonna be, I mean he's the voice. And he's the one who was there from the beginning. Rich heritage, and he's an interesting dancer, I mean, he's not Kazu Ohno or Hijikata, he's himself. Yeah. And, he has his own way, his own style. And, I guess that's what is so wonderful about butoh, is that it has so many different styles” (From an interview with Julie Gillum).


Butoh is an expression that developed half a century ago. Butoh is a modern form of expression. The contestation that occurs is the only way to separate the meaning of the form from the context. Observing the meaning ascribed to butoh by individual performers allowed me to see beneath the ugliness and grotesque nature that act as surface ideals. Claims of authenticity were another form of surface level contestation which demonstrated a deeper framework of butoh as a cultural practice. 


Language genres and speech patterns were the most useful to me in understanding the context of butoh in the U.S., and ultimately how it has changed since its origin. Bourdieu states that culture, defined as the habitus:

 “is the principle of a real autonomy with respect to the immediate determinations of the ‘situation.’ But this does not mean…a destiny defined once and for all. The adjustments that are constantly required by the necessities of the adaptation to new and unforeseen situations may bring about durable transformations” (Bourdieu 377).

Butoh in the U.S., therefore, is no less authentic than the butoh performed in Japan, even if the meaning is interpreted differently and through a separate lens. 


Hijikata, one of the Japanese founders of butoh, once remarked that: “There is no philosophy before butoh. It is only possible that a philosophy will come out of butoh” (Hoffman 9).  Hijikata illustrates, in this brief comment, the ever changing expression of cultural practices. There are no absolutes and there are no false cultures, there are only practitioners living in different times and places.

Claims of authenticity, expressed in narratives and communal dialog, demonstrate an understanding of butoh in different contexts. Individual interpretations provide an arena where performers may construct a meaningful practice for themselves. Butoh in the U.S. and Japan, therefore, both provide an environment where performers can accrue a state of autonomy.
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