
1 

EXPERIMENTING WITH BUTOH-BASED PERFORMANCE:  

AN ARTISTIC INQUIRY INTO TRANSLATION, MEMORY AND DIALOGUE 

A Visual Essay by Daniel Fernández (ICU Tokyo) and Nitin Sawhney (The New School) 

Rethinking Peace Studies Conference, ICU Tokyo, June 2-4, 2016 

“Butoh, rather than a style of dance, is a presentation of the way to live, 

or how to be. We have been educated since we were born on how to 

think and behave in our society, but is that the truth?”- Yuri Nagaoka 

UNDERSTANDING BUTOH PERFORMANCE  

Butoh is a transgressive and avant-garde form of performance art, originating in Japan in the late 

1950’s. With the traumatic setbacks incurred after the Second World War and a crisis of identity 

among Japanese society, it strived to grapple with age-old traditions while reluctantly embracing the 

West. During the chaos of student protests and the unrest that followed, Butoh emerged as a critical 

form of expression tackling darker themes, while resisting formal western notions of dance and 

theater. Its founders included a young rebellious dancer named Tatsumi Hijikata (1928-1986), and 

his partner Kazuo Ohno (1906-2010). Hijikata was dissatisfied with modern Japanese dance, feeling 

that it merely mimicked Western practices. He strived to create a new aesthetic that embraced the 

"squat, earthbound physique... and the natural movements of the common folk"1, built on a 

vocabulary of crude physical gestures rather than the refined or understated classical dance forms, 

one that allowed the body to "speak" for itself, through unconscious improvised movement. Hijikata 

initially called it "Ankoku-Buyou" (or dance of darkness)2, later changing “buyo”, associated with 

staged Japanese dance forms, to “Butoh” as it mutated into a more powerful transgressive practice3. 

Hijikata, was partly inspired by the German choreographer Mary Wigman, who in the 1920's 

created what she called the Neuer Tanz (New Dance) at her dance school in Dresden (the city was 

                                                             
1 Sanders, Vicki (Autumn 1988). "Dancing and the Dark Soul of Japan: An Aesthetic Analysis of "Butō"". Asian 

Theatre Journal 5 (2): 152. Retrieved 7 March 2014. 
2 Kurihara, Nanako. The Most Remote Thing in the Universe: Critical Analysis of Hijikata Tatsumi's Butoh Dance. Diss. 

New York U, 1996. Ann Arbor: UMI, 1996. 
3 Dance of Darkness. Dir: Edin Velez. National Endowment for the Arts; Art Matters, Inc., 1989. Documentary. 
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also nearly destroyed by allied forces in World War II). To counter the influence of Russian 

Imperial Ballet in Germany, Wigman tried to discover a distinct non-representational form of 

movement. For her dance functioned as a trance with a cathartic expression of “ecstasy (or 

emotional impulses) that creates forms of movement as a consequence.” Hence, the aesthetics of 

Wigman’s expressionist choreography engaged different elements in opposition to ballet: “She 

dances without music, uses non-attractive costumes, works over subjects like death, desperation, the 

war or social riots, and experiments with masks, among other things. She also opposes the notion of 

‘representing’ something while dancing, in a search for a truthful experience: dance should not 

represent; dance should be. ‘We don’t dance histories, we dance feelings’, she says”4. 

Influenced by Wigman’s approach Hijikata stated, “In terms of the mournful nature of Butoh, there 

is an element of catharsis. It is closer to a process of mourning rather than a complete and utter 

resignation. First you enter into the world of darkness and then from that point you seek joy, 

happiness and satisfaction.” The semantics of the term Butoh were explained by Yoshida Yoshie in 

the 1991 documentary film “Butoh: Piercing the Mask”5. The Japanese word for BU (or “Ma”) 

means embracing, a pause to recognize the space shared among people (rather than the distance 

between them). TOH relates to percussion, acquiring strength by stamping with the foot and 

drawing power from the earth, unlike western notions of spirituality derived from the heavens.  

While Butoh has been more widely seen in the West in recent years, it remains a confined practice 

in Japan. Two renowned dancers Seisaku and Yuri Nagaoka founded the Butoh company Dance 

Medium in 2005. For 40 years, Seisaku has performed on numerous occasions in Japan and 

overseas. He began to dance under Tatsumi Hijikata since 1984 and has been a member of Yoko 

Ashikawa's Butoh group “Hakutohboh”, participating as a dancer in most of their pieces in Japan 

and abroad. Yuri encountered Butoh in her late teens; since 1997 she has performed and given 

workshops in South Korea, Hungary, Poland, Germany, France, Australia, Portugal and Mexico. 

                                                             
4 Web Source: http://www.contemporary-dance.org/mary-wigman.html 
5 Butoh: Piercing the Mask. Dir: Richard Moore. A.K.A. Production, 1991. Documentary. 
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In 2012, Dance Medium was awarded with a prestigious award from the Japan Dance Critics 

Association for the piece “Kaeru – Coming home”. This piece penetrated deeply into the impact of 

the Tohoku earthquake on March 11, 2011, expressing mourning for the victims and aspirations for 

the future. The Japanese dance critic Toshimi Hurusawa remarked that the performance delved 

“into the major yet unresolved (nuclear) crisis bravely, while avoiding Japanese-ish resignation and 

gloominess.”6 It helped communicate the scars of the nuclear tragedy not only in the context of 

Japan, but as a worldwide concern for the increasing dangers of nuclear power and atomic weapons. 

EXPERIMENTING WITH BUTOH-BASED MIXED MEDIA PERFORMANCE 

We approached Seisaku and Yuri Nagaoka to help devise an experimental Butoh-based mixed-

media performance, seeking to engage the key themes of Translation, Memory and Dialogue that 

served as the basis of the three Rethinking Peace Studies seminars hosted by ICU from 2014-2015. 

The proposed performance was an opportunity to reflect on the universal meanings and implications 

of these concepts and the forms in which they may emerge through Japanese artistic expression. 

The creative process was intended to engage Butoh dance in conjunction with calligraphy and 

photography, in an experiment that would potentially inspire deeper reflections on how translation, 

memory and dialogue play out in contested spaces and conditions of conflict. We hoped that the 

very act of collaborating on this performance across diverse disciplines and creative practices would 

yield productive tensions among these concepts, transforming our understanding in critical ways. 

We invited a Shodo (Japanese calligraphy) artist, Ryo Honda, to engage with the dancers in their 

creative process. Yuri Nagaoka felt that like Butoh, the inner emptiness of Shodo can become a 

medium to activate the concepts being deliberated, opening new spaces that perhaps the audience 

may fill in with their experience of the performance. Ryo would seek to channel this energy 

experienced during the movements through the ancient art form of calligraphy. As Sondra Horton 

Fraleigh describes “Calligraphy is like dance, it communicates in images, and its messages are not 

                                                             
6 Web Source: http://www.dancemedium.net/English-page.html 
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mediated in words. It can cross language barriers, even as it has some basis in language making. 

Ultimately it is a free form of expression, just like dance is. Calligraphy is the dance of the hand of 

the master. His character and innocence in the moment, his beginner’s mind, is communicated.”7 

In preparation for this unusual collaboration, co-author Daniel Fernández conducted an 

improvisational session with the Butoh dancer Yuri Nagaoka and the Shodo artist Ryo Honda, 

while capturing it through a photo-shoot on Sunday, February 21st, 2016 in Kamakura, Japan. 

Veronika Melekhina assisted with translations between Daniel and the performers. When he asked 

Yuri how they would conduct the session, she would only say that “the soul of Butoh itself would 

guide our experience”. They agreed that for this solo session outdoors, she would begin by 

exploring her condition of womanhood, of single motherhood, and of artistry, expanding her 

thoughts from there. She would dwell on emptiness, that non-place where she brings herself in 

order to allow the energy of Butoh to manifest. Ryo agreed that he too would allow the energy of 

the moment to shape his expression of inscribing kanji. Yuri discussed how she saw herself as a 

medium that has to reach emptiness before the energy of Butoh expresses by itself through her. 

Yuri said, “I started to learn Butoh through its original intention: To be empty with my body. It was 

so exciting yet so difficult. It is really difficult to understand using the body itself. It relates closely 

with psychological issues. I had to forget the technique and ideas that I learned before. In other 

words, I needed to forget everything that I believed I was! It took a long time for my body to make 

sense of the idea, but now I'm starting to understand it. Butoh, rather than a style of dance, is a 

presentation of the way to live, or how to be. We have been educated since we were born on how to 

think and behave in our society, but is that the truth? That kind of education system is squeezing life 

from us while we are living. So we have to establish a neutral condition first, like that of an infant. 

Why do we need a neutral condition to be empty? Because an empty body can hold everything.” 

                                                             
7 Fraleigh, S. H. Dancing into darkness. Butoh, Zen and Japan. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press. Dance books, 

2010. xiii. 
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Ryo was also an active part of the experience, as he would 'channel' kanji. Through the session it 

was evident that he became the 'other part' of Yuri. She was dressed in white, emptying herself. Ryo 

was dressed in black, 'filling' himself with the energy that would guide him to inscribe kanji. This 

contrast of light and dark, death and rebirth, emerging through their combined artistic practices 

(harkening Tatsumi Hijikata’s ideas of catharsis in Butoh) became evident to the photographer. The 

catharsis that Hijikata mentions manifested its darkness through Ryo, emerging in the photographs 

taken. Ryo picked up branches on the shore and drew his first pair of kanji in the sand around Yuri: 

'Tori' and 'Sakana'. But he did not draw the four lines that were at the bottom of both the kanji 

characters. Yuri was a bird, but missing her wings. She was a fish, but missing her fins. Twenty 

years ago, as a single mother, she lost her freedom to dance. Having to earn money to raise her 

children on her own made it impossible for her to be fully herself. An imprisoned bird in a cage, a 

confined fish in a tank. The dance continued and Yuri stomped in the sand four times at the bottom 

of the two kanji inscriptions, as she regained her strength. The dancer moved on; she was not stuck 

anymore. Yuri told Daniel afterwards, “Although it was a hard time for me, earning little money, 

not having anyone to help me, I loved my children and I felt that I could regain my ground. I knew 

that somehow I would succeed.” With the spectacular fading sun, Yuri danced while Ryo painted 

with black ink on a canvas that he would later hand to her as an act of redemption and resurrection 

for the last dance. The kanji that manifested named the 

place that she inhabited as a woman and as an artist 

now, blue 'Kuh' and ineffable 'Mi'. Dusk was finally 

giving way to night peacefully. Photography taken 

during this daylong session became part of a photo-essay “In the beginning, woman was the sun”, 

and inspired creative directions for ongoing work with the Butoh performers and Shodo artist. 

For the final performance planned at the ICU campus, we envisioned installing three large canvases, 

two attached among trees and another, longer and narrower one, attached to the Tea House. There it 

would unroll through the middle of the grassy field where the Butoh performance would have taken 
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place (images 1-3). The artist would use these canvases to inscribe during the performance the kanji 

that would evoke and summon emerging ideas around memory, translation and dialogue, in 

conversation with the dancers. Ryo conceived a new technique to manufacture large hand-made 

brushes for this project (image 7). He first tried them out, satisfactorily, to draw the kanji that 

appears in the canvas that Yuri held (image 4). However, this calligraphic intervention remains 

tentative with the logistical challenges of the event and may not be eventually incorporated.  

The performance, which was originally planned at the Tea House on the ICU campus, has since 

been moved due to the sensitivities of hosting the event at such a traditional and historic site. The 

eventual performance (lasting 40-45 minutes) will take place on Thursday 7pm, June 2, 2016 at a 

theater on campus, in conjunction with the Rethinking Peace Studies Conference. In this staging, 

pre-recorded Shodo calligraphy will be projected in the space with the Butoh dance movements. 

The performance will showcase, in the form of visual projections, ongoing photographic 

collaboration between Daniel Fernández and the Butoh dancers, where close-ups of their bodies and 

expressions reflects the emptiness the dancers strive for, while interwoven with the power of 

interpreting movements through their live performance. Original music for the performance has 

been composed by Ida Suraya Klint, while Veronika Melekhina translated to support interactions 

among the performers and the team. Afterwards audiences will be asked to engage in a discussion 

with the artists, to understand or interrogate concepts and practices explored through the work, 

liberating it from pre-established meanings that may have initially framed their artistic expressions.  

As Yuri Nagaoka remarked, “If we have something special, like our own emotion or thought, 

audiences can only see that. But if we have an empty body, they can see everything they want to 

see. I think we should be something that belongs to audiences when we are on stage. In another 

words, I want be a medium that combines audiences and something bigger. If I hold or stick to my 

thought or emotions, nothing comes to me. Audiences only can see me. That is not my way.” 
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Rethinking Translation, Memory and Dialogue through Butoh-based Performance 

In Butoh, we find that many performative gestures are often not translatable, but are only 

experienced viscerally (both by the performer and audience), while the performance itself is rarely 

choreographed but emerges through an improvised dialogue among the dancers. Butoh is practiced 

as a trance-like full-body experience that induces a state of intense presence in the space, allowing 

deeper attention not just to the natural elements but also to one’s own pain and emotions. The slow 

contemplative gestures, raw and powerful (often violent) movements that emerge are not easily 

expressed through rational thought and language. Hence, Butoh initially resisted the conventional 

theatrical stage (and social conventions expected); practicing it required a suspension of decision-

making to allow the body to speak for itself, rejecting the superficiality of everyday life and 

language. Kazuo Ohno, who co-founded Butoh, searched for individual and collective memories in 

his practice, once saying “I try to carry in my body all the weight of life, following memories till 

they reach the mother’s womb.” Throughout the process of collaborating with the Butoh performers 

and Shodo artist, we had many conversations about notions of translation, memory and dialogue. 

These conversations reveal the predispositions, shared ideals, and tensions emerging among the 

Japanese and non-Japanese members of the team. The excerpt below (translated by Veronika 

Melekhina) from one such conversation allows readers to interpret these notions on their own.  

Seisaku: This process (Memory → Translation → Dialogue) is very natural.  
 
Memory is (our) inner world, from where (the ability) to communicate with the other person “spreads” 
(like) an antenna and has to “translate” his inner world to have a dialogue with (the) other; a person 
repeats these three naturally through his life process. There is one more thing that I´m concerned about – 
how human existence may be connected with peace. I want if possible to touch it slightly in this work. 
 
How can peace and human existence (life and consciousness) be connected?  
 
Seisaku: To express peace (not to illustrate it) is nearly impossible, we cannot dance peace. I want to 
make an attempt to experience (the) slight touching of “peace sensation”, like if there were a window, 
and the distant “peace” is slightly visible far away. 
 
What is peace? 
 
Daniel: Peace is a multi-dimensional process, peace inside, peace with friends and family, peace with the 
Universe; it not something that can be grasped, but can be saluted. It is a constant challenge; sometimes 
you achieve it, sometimes not. 
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Yuri: 戦争がない、国境がない、みんながお互い助け合う 
No war, no borders, everyone helps each other. 
 
Ida: 無理のない笑顔（自然な笑顔が発する社会の状態（恐怖、プレッシャがない） 
Unforced smile. People are free and can express their feelings without fear or pressure. Freedom of 
thought, speech, opportunities. 
--- 
Two places and transition (passage) may represent two places (cultures, civilizations) on earth or two 
times and dialogue in between. 
 
Seisaku: When I was a child, Japan was a poor country, but in my memory and in the memory of my 
friends people were kind to each other, they were helping each other. Children from outside were treated 
like their family`s children. (We all) were poor, but happy. While I grew up, Japan became wealthy, now 
it is very wealthy but are people happy now? I think we have lost something. 
 
Is the sense of community linked with an image of peace for you? 
 
Seisaku: For example this body (my body) we recognize (think of) it as this (Seisaku shows outline of his 
body). But is that actually so?  
 
Maybe my body is here, (and) includes half of her body. Maybe her (Ida`s) body is me. Maybe his (Ryo`s) 
body is me. Maybe he is me. I think that (the) border was more open (had more open windows) in those 
days. 
 
We all encounter suffering in our life, it`s not necessarily caused by bad people; we get sick, or die of 
aging or accidents. In those periods (of suffering) the body border-communication becomes very intense 
(bodies resonating, there is a flow in-between), but now I think it`s very closed. I think that the “body 
resonance” has a connection with peace. 
 
Economical factors makes things clear and separated, It`s very easy to understand who has money. Now 
we are more divided from each other. 
 
Veronika: But that type of communication, when people help each other appears in front of (after) 
suffering and danger, especially in front of (after) war… Is it peace? Daniel is asking about (the) image 
of peace, of course it`s impossible in real situation(s), but if we suppose that enemies stop to be at war 
and start to communicate and help each other, is it an image of peace?  
 
(I was pointing to a situation that community support is strong in front of (after) war, but not in periods of 
peace and wealthy development of culture, and it`s a sort of a dilemma in my opinion. Community support 
and danger/war usually take place together. Fear or pain awake unity and breaks individual body 
border; is that really peace? But no one understood my point. Yuri said that no one starts a war to make 
people communicate better.)  
 
Seisaku: Now we are making walls, borders of our body-mind structure. And there is one more thing I 
hate in human being(s), it`s also connected with Butoh problem. 
 
People are making hierarchies, what is better, who is above and who is below. Not hierarchy itself, but 
human desire (tendency) to make hierarchy everywhere, even if there is no need for any hierarchy, and 
desire to be on top of it - is what I hate. And because of that human(s) make other people suffer without 
any need. Or save up money, to achieve higher status in society. Not essential things, but money 
become(s) the necessity. Or status above other people becomes a necessity. And when this tendency 
(desire) becomes bigger it make(s) people suffer on a bigger scale. When one wants to live without walls 
– this tendency pack(s) him into a tight box.  
 
And I think, that Butoh in it`s deep meaning is trying to brush off this tendency. And for me, it`s linked 
with the image of peace, because for me that tendency makes people suffer (unhappy). 
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Ryo: I`ll say (it) very simply. There may be many problems in the world, like the economy, wars, 
individual pressing situations, body factors etc. The peace I think of is the conscious condition, even if 
there is a lack of something, something is not enough, people realize that deficiency, but feel no sorrow, 
no helplessness. Even if something is not full, we can enjoy even that scarcity. That is peace I think. 
 
Ida: Is it like being happy at what you are and have at the moment? 
 
Ryo: I think peace and happiness are different things. That moment of scarcity is very important. If the 
thing is full, it`s not peace. If the thing is full, humans want something next. For example illness, if the 
person is sick, and he is going to die soon – for his surrounding(s) it may feel like a very tragic situation, 
but he may have peace in his heart, and that may be happiness for him.  
 
(Veronika PS: Exactly what Ida has said!) Well, it`s not exactly peace, but (the) important thing that I 
want to say is: that if there is some deficiency, it`s ok to feel (be conscious about) it. There is shortness, 
but I can enjoy. If people could feel that condition, many ambitions would not take place, many bad things 
like war would not happen. 
 
Yuri: But that condition of something, if it`s complete or if something is missing, the one who decides is 
human himself (I myself decide if it`s a completely perfect condition or if it`s broken). 
 
Ryo: And even if it`s incomplete we can enjoy - that condition is close to art. (there is) no money, but we 
can make it a joyful moment. Everything is a moment… (the) moment becomes memory. 
 
 
Yuri: A human creates his memories; (in) some situation (he) becomes happy or sad in his memory. 
 
Seisaku: Not only brain memory, but body memory is essentially important. 

Epilogue: The Mirror with Wings 鏡の翼 

Reflections by Daniel Fernández after working with the Butoh dancers from Dec 2015-May 2016: 

Butoh, the dance of darkness: would we dare to attempt a translation into words of a visceral 

experience, of an emotional condition... of induced emptiness? Could we define darkness as the 

place were we are blinded by our own memory? Or rather, the state of mind when we choose not to 

remember? Perhaps, the space and time where memories are not allowed, where their existence is 

punished? Or maybe, just maybe, the momentary instant before we dare to face our own 

reflections? Is dance the language that will allow us to find the courage to encounter ourselves in 

the mirror? In the tensions of attraction and repulsion, memory remains an abyss where we come 

from (Butoh’s original practices often mimicked the memory of childhood gestures), where roots 

don't find the bottom, yet produce branches that aim to seek an ungraspable sky. Yet Butoh dance 

may create conditions to allow, maybe even nourish, our reflections, our memories, and transform 

our unsettled emotions into acceptance, a loving and calm affirmation of our whole being. 
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Butoh, therefore, is an opportunity. The dancers empty themselves, unlearning ways of being, in 

order to give us a chance to observe and deliberate more critically to re-engage in a different 

dialogue. Dialogue may simply take the form of consenting to search for ourselves by walking to 

encounter the other? Are we ready to accept that we are also the other? Are we ready to welcome all 

our memories, those that offer evocative reflections of our identities, as much as these that leave 

frightening shadows? To accept that which we are resisting to admit in much of our waking hours? 

This is where Butoh courageously undertakes the role of a translator. The bodies of these 

interpreters are ready to hold the truth as a reflection for us to encounter ourselves. They will do it 

for us, if it becomes -rightly so- unbearable for our finite, imperfect, mortal selves. These mediums 

have been granted the generosity to offer us their flesh, which becomes that much-longed language 

that can transform the perceived void of our whole selves into something tangible that we can grasp 

and feel, without the risk of slipping into insanity. 

In that transition, embodied by beings that may seem utterly strange to us -so much of that 

“otherness” that in the best of cases we would “tolerate”- resides an opportunity for our 

emancipation. Wait, and feel it: the wings of the mirror are a metaphor for a kind of freedom. As it 

is a state of being where even oblivion and ignorance have to take root. A place where all existing 

memories can coexist and find common ground, where we can express ourselves without falling 

into a self-destructive spiral. Here, the Butoh dancers are wearing a mirror with wings. They are the 

wings. They are asking us to welcome our shadows, our darkness, and see it as a part of our nature, 

that which makes us one. Our limits, therefore, become the windows through which dialogue with 

ourselves -with yourselves, with their selves- can invigorate what so far felt like a cold, hopeless, 

isolated room. It has been terrorizing, it has required great courage, it has been unbearable for what 

seemed an eternity. Indeed it was. But the shiver it has provoked onto us is one that we have 

witnessed in the artists. We can fail to recognize it as our own. We can fail to accept dialogue. It is 

up to us, now.  
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