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Tradition, modern times,
and embodiment
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Japan is full of cultural traditions that have defied the passage of time and remained strong over countless generations.

Contemporary dancer Kaiji Moriyama throws himself into that milieu,

freely exploring the exciting expanses between the old and the new.

We sat down with him to get his thoughts on what “traditional” and “contemporary” mean.
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-- You’re scheduled to perform with yokobue (transverse flute)
player Meisho Tosha at the “Breath of Sound” event on October 5.
What do you think the performance is going to be like?

The concept behind “Breath of Sound” is mostly about wind instru-
ments, but | want to incorporate that idea of “breath” into my dance,
as well. Of all the Meisho works I've explored and listened to over
the years, his “Nihon no kokoro to fue: Gassan” CD has really been
an inspiration. To make the record, he climbed Mt. Gassan, a peak in
Yamagata prefecture known for being a famous shugendo (Japanese
mountain asceticism-shamanism incorporating Shinto and Buddhist
traditions.), and played into the open air. It’s just an incredible listen-
ing experience—to me, his tone sounds like wind blowing across the
mountain.

-- How are you going to try to bring that ambience and emotion
out in your performance?

| want to create something new, some fresh form of bodily expression
that lets me capture the aura of the mountain landscape and the feel
of the wind that you can sense in Meisho’s playing. The way | envision
it, 'm going to let the “wind” from Meisho’s flute reshape me into dif-
ferent forms. Meisho may play a traditional instrument, but he’s also a
remarkable composer and improviser capable of conjuring up things
that you’d never expect to hear. That’s why | don’t want to decide
how everything is going to play out—I want the performance to have
an unpredictable quality and the routine to have enough open space
for those surprises to develop. Another thing is that | tend to push
myself to my breaking point when I'm formulating routines on heavier
themes—an area | do a lot of work in. Sometimes | want to put myself
back in neutral. | want to just sit back and take in the nature around
me, appreciating the beauty of the trees and the soft touch of the
wind. That’s the kind of pure, unfettered sensation | want to evoke in
my performance with Meisho.

-- You’ve also created many other performances based on classi-
cal Japanese literature and Noh theater. What about those fields
inspires you?

I've been fixated on Japanese culture ever since | started dancing at
the age of 21. | wanted to know as much as | could about it and was re-
ally determined to embody it in dance. Every time | have the chance to
perform with a Noh actor or a traditional Japanese musician, | feel like 'm
hitting the books and really learning something. But as a creator, | also

know that | have to do more than just pull elements of Japanese cul-
ture off the shelf and put them into my work—I have to reach down and
find the things that |, as a Japanese person, have deep inside. | feel like
we’re losing a bit of what makes us “Japanese” every day. | want to
distill what remains of that Japanese spirit and Japanese wisdom into
something that represents our culture today.

-- It seems like there’s something about Japanese culture that just
pulls you in as a dancer—something that’s too deep to explain in
logical terms.

| find it strange that I'm a dancer in the first place, actually; | mean, I've
always been self-conscious about being in front of people. | guess
that’s why I'm interested more in making my dance express just a hint
of what’s to be found—embracing the “absence” of being and the idea
that the soul is there even though you can’t see it—than in pushing my
presence to the foreground and saying “I'm here; look at me.” Maybe
classical literature and Noh theater jibe with that part of my nature.

-- So you see a lot of that thematic content in your own personal-
ity?

Most of the main characters in Noh plays are ghosts, but they all wear
gorgeous, flashy costumes and have a really dazzling presence on
stage. Basically, a person who technically doesn’t exist is right “there,”
front and center, alive in the narrative. The mode of expression in Noh
harmonizes, | think, with my dance sensibilities.

-- People often call Noh theater and Japanese music “traditional
arts.” How do you, as a modern dancer, see “tradition?”

The idea that | always come back to is that Zeami (a Noh actor in the
Muromachi period) surely didn’t start developing Noh theater to “make
a traditional art form”—I think he was just trying to keep creating
something new as an artist of the times. It’'s the same way now: the
Noh actors and Japanese musicians I've had the opportunities to work
with over the years have all been driven to cherish the artistic lineage
they’re coming from and, at the same time, explore the areas that their
art can take them. Meeting those kinds of performers has allowed me
to see Japanese Noh and traditional music from a more open perspec-
tive—not just through the lens of “traditional arts.” That’s why | think of
my co-performers as fellow dancers in the modern age. To me, that’s
how we go about making tradition work.

-- People say that dance is an impermanent art form, coming to
life in a singular moment that can never be truly preserved. What

does that mean to you?

That’s just something that you have to accept, | think. Impermanence
is what sets dance apart. A while back, | went through a period when |
felt like | had to make something that would last. Now, though, I'm just
thankful for all the opportunities | have and how blessed | am. So many
photographers have captured me dancing, and people can take video
of me. Those things last. | feel like | live through dance—there are ups
and downs along the way, and things are always in flux. | might take
a step forward as an artist one day, but | could just as well take three
steps back the next. Some might call that “getting old,” while others
might call it the “maturation process,” but | do know that | still have
new places to explore. That’s why | want to appreciate every single
moment of my career from here on out.

Kaiji Moriyama

Dancer/choreographer. Lauded as an “amazing dancer” in New York Times for “KA-
TANA” (2005), his solo debut, Kaiji Moriyama was eventually invited to perform at the
Venice Biennale in 2007. Since 2003, Moriyama has collaborated with Reijiro Tsumura
on numerous performances that play on the Noh theater motif, including “Yoroboshi,”
“OKINA,” “KURUL,” and “Shakkyou.” In 2012, he received Best New Performer in the
Dance Division of the Minister of Education Awards for Fine Arts. He also has many
screen credits to his name, ranging from films such as “Cha no Aji” and “Tama Tama”
to the “Karada de Asobo” TV program. On October 5, Moriyama will take part in the
Tokyo Traditional Arts Program’s “Breath of Sound” performance at the Tokyo Bunka
Kaikan Main Hall.
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An intensive program for enjoying a wide range of traditional performing arts
called “Tokyo TRAD” will take place during the Tokyo Creative Weeks (TCW)
from September 28 (Sat) to October 14 (Mon). One of the performances sched-
uled under this program is the “Breath of Sound” by the Tokyo Traditional Arts
Program, also featuring Kaiji Moriyama. Please visit the TCW official website for
further information on the program.
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Indigo dyeing from Ome
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| used to have some workshop make my indigo-dyed clothes. | myself visited the workshop many times to
learn as much as | could about indigo dyeing, natural dyes, and other things firsthand. As | kept getting more
and more into the whole world of dyeing, | found out that there was a method that would help me get past
my biggest problem: color fading. The solution was the traditional technique of “natural lye fermentation”
indigo dyeing, which uses lye to ferment “sukumo” plants from Tokushima Prefecture. | knew that was what |
needed, so | started looking for workshops. To my surprise, my search didn’t take me far away from home at
all—I found a place in Ome, Tokyo, and called them up right away.

Indigo dyeing is a blast. At the workshop in Ome, there’s a vat of indigo that almost looks like a giant swim-
ming pool. | love the feeling of being able to work with real, experienced professionals. One day, | showed one
of the artists a color that | was looking for and asked him if he could make it. When he came back with the
finished product, it was exactly what | had in mind—but then he said, “It might need a little more gray. What
do you think?” It’s like they always find a way to go far beyond what | was originally hoping for. When you see
them looking at their work and then going back to the drawing board because it doesn’t measure up to their
own rigorous individual standards, you really get the sense that they’re committed to their craft. It's such a
refreshing, invigorating thing to watch. Despite the joy and wonder of indigo dyeing, it's an aging art—both in
terms of the people doing the dyeing itself and the people having work done. Quite a few young people be-
come apprentices in the traditional arts in Kyoto, but Tokyo’s an entirely different environment; just as | had no
idea there were studios that could do indigo dyeing in Tokyo, there are probably lots of aspiring artistans who
are completely oblivious to the fact that the art does, in fact, have a presence here. | hope more people who,
like me, are looking to explore new modes of work can come together with people who are hoping to become
indigo dyers in Tokyo. That way, we could help carry on this proud, beautiful tradition.

Where the master did his work
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Laboratory of Shinji Ohmaki

A EfHR] Shinji Ohmaki

7 —7 1 Ak, {E& [Opened Eyes Closed Eyes|
Tlh=F3—"7>4—7+—J2000] IZAELL
k. BRZERBICEAEN S HR 1) BFNBE
ERUEEIERL EERR, RRBHMAZEMN
FHMELBELRR. MRESLFICH 5L
PROFELIRICH D, www.shinjiohmaki.net

SEDETVAELVWTWIHREDAN IS, BPEVNK>TVBATT,
22 LRIRA R AL BEOMEE, 2008 LD NO—1 > 7 %, 285
PEPFTRTVWALZWAZEERVHLEYT, ZOBMERFHWEZET,
e PHEEOBEELVAIICLEVERDI LIICEVE L fERPHEL BH
EETRDBEASZHPENCOMREDOHRT, RETUAS>TVBIDRNCEY
TTT R RELERDELIINTEY VBN HY) [FROZEREICOWE] EB-TEVWE LA, /N
CEVIDLETE, NVALMBELEELTVET, ToL@PEEATVEE ‘B ICl3E o/
SOCHOMEL LB L6 ENELHBIDTTH. WOBEESTIBFATIT Vv IALEDY S
HEETHERMECATY ko TABEPRRICEEE) £y T IRRAPLELOT, [
PEBELTINEYIICEHRUVET, 2L TBIIP P> EERDHIARERTVDIE 7
1TFTHIEDREDLHBIATT L ENPOSDULEVBEHEINDL G, COBUN TIHFE
TYo ZHLMEREIE, EotRATERERDHDIETINET, 25932 LT fFRDIE
PHULRATLBATT, REBHIEEEZTIC. BADEFICEA TN DD DIRETER
EHED BEEREIE E THREVEER >TVET,
COMRBICEZEDR > TEETH FEEIHS (CHINTE "WAD CLRETEELA, NEEE
BHICIRA B EEFELE LAV AP 5EDTVET, BVWFABEBESIND I EEHL
ETPBEREETIAPVIENIZ LR BEPFELTVRZEDIRTREVLE B
EEEEICEL COBREBD TES EFELTVBATT ., 27V 2 REDEHY, HREIC
HoTWEWIEEMAIE TV ZEDETH Y —FBDHBELEERBWET R,

There’s so much green around my current office, which is actually where | studied under my master years ago.
| remember him sitting here for more than two hours, poring over 200 of my drawings. Now that it’s my office,
| want to take his lead and make the most of the time | have with my students here.The office is packed with
work, materials, and supplies, but my hammock is probably my favorite thing in here right now. There’s this
hammock store near our house, interestingly enough; when | walked in and saw this hammock, | just had to
have it. When I'm lying in it, I'm normally working my computer or doing something else. If you're always rack-
ing your brain during the creative process, you wind up falling into traps that are hard to free yourself from;
taking the opportunity to relax in a new place can actually help you work more efficiently. You need to make
time to reset your brain when you’re working on a piece, and that’s what | use my hammock for. Sometimes, |
start looking at the work on the walls and see new inspiration. It’s like the pull of gravity eases up a little bit—
it's a cool feeling, really. The time | spend taking it all in gives me an entirely different perspective on the work,
one that lets me see a bit deeper into what’s going on in the piece.

Students come to the studio, too, of course. Instead of “teaching” them techniques, | try to “talk” to them
about what they should be learning. We are working with the students while “talking” to be viewed objectively
things. A lot of young people nowadays have a problem with negative appraisals of their work, but | try to
emphasize that there are different ways of interpreting negative and positive opinions—after all, the fact that
someone disagrees with you is proof that you're there, that you exist. Culture is all about passing down the
things you don't find in textbooks—that’s the stuff that education is made of.
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Tokyo Culture Creation Project, organized by the Tokyo
Metropolitan Government and the Tokyo Metropolitan
Foundation for History and Culture in cooperation
with arts organizations and NPOs, aims to establish
Tokyo as a city of global cultural creativity. The project

CAbout Tokyo Culture Creation Project%
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facilitates involvement of a larger number of people in
creation of new culture, by building regional bases for
culture creation across the city and offering opportuni-
ties for creative experiences to children and young peo-
ple. Moreover, it creates and globally disseminates new
Tokyo culture through organizing international festivals
and other diverse events. www.bh-project.jp/en
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