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Dancing with the Dead One Aspect of Ankoku
Butoh Methodology

Satoru Kimura

The aim of this paper is to explicate one aspect of methodology of Ankoku
Butoh in ligt of this form’s unique perspective on life and death. This approach
reaches beyond the various issues of dance as a performing art and moves
toward a reconsideration of our conventional concepts of the human body.

Movements so slight and precise, the body appears completely still. Or
making use of what is known as Gani-mata, a low, stooping posture that
conjures up images of an old peasant woman from ages past. Rather than
straighforward, free-seeming expression such as afforded by leaping
movements and the like, the convulsion of one who lies stricken with an
incurable illness. Even more so than the odd appearance of dancers with white-
painted faces who dance showing only the whites of their eyes, it is these kinds
of movements that distinguish Butoh from that which is generally accepted as
dance. Ankoku Butoh originator Tatsumi Hijikata(1928-1986)created a scandal
with his debut work Kinjiki in 1959. Hijikata’s works were always challenging,
scene-making events, especially those at the height of his dance career in the
late sixties and early seventies, and the Ankoku Butoh dance from he created
has become renowned throughout the world as ‘Butoh’. Underlying the dance
thery of Hijikata is a criticism of the tendency in conventional dance-art from to
alienate the dancer’s body by imprinting the body with rules from outside(e.g.,
steps, postures and the like), thereby forcing the body into a domesticated
state. His unique way of dancing liberated the body from domestication, gave
life to its ‘strayed’ essence and made dance with a truly raw and free body
sense. It is vital that we not overlook the deep connection between Hijikata’s
perspectives on life and death and his theory of dance, especially with respect
to the states of the human body.

In this paper, we first discuss a method known as Nikutai Jukushi(‘body-
staring’), intentless staring-from-within at the strayed state of the body.
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Continuing we focus on Hijikata’s saying “The dead are my dance
masters” (Shisha wa watashi no butoh kyoushi nan desu) in light of his view of
death as part of life, looking at our lives(our living bodies) with an awareness of
death. Empbhasis is placed on Hijikata’s original Te Boke('demented hand’)
concept, a kind of wandering hand-motion of doing or becoming something but
losing way and purpose, as a facet of his exploration of new places in dance.

Finally, we attempt to interpret his famous statement “Dancing is a dead
body standing at the brink of living”(Odori towa Inochigake de Tsuttatta Shitai
de aru) and look into the present-day significance of Hijikata’s Butoh theory of
dancing as the living body containing death.
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