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The day was upon me before | knew it. Every cell in my body
stirred. An auspicious day for tasting joy and sadness and all
the rest, right here, right now. In what mood shall | approach
it? | am sure to see this person and that person. The sound of
the beginning drifts in from far away, and | chase after it at a
run, toward scenes sure to be unforgettable. Drink, eat, sing,
dance — and so | come full circle. In the name of festival, it is
the dynamism of life, the mourning of life.
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Festivals Can Sneak Up on You
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Yumenoshima Park in Tokyo is a place of brilliant contrasts between the blue of the sea and the green
of the trees. With the summer sun on their backs, this issue’s guest researchers Mitsuru Kuramoto

akEEg

(broadcast writer), Shuichiro Sakaguchi (musician), and Yuko Nakamura (visual artist) strolled

through the park, stopping at Tokyo Gate Bridge for a view of Tokyo Bay and the city.
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Are certain people predisposed to like festivals?
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What is your best festival?
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What are your hopes for the future?

In keeping with the celebratory mood about reaching the tenth
issue of TOKYO PAPER for Culture, our opening roundtable
this time focuses on Tokyo's festivals. As the conversation
moves along, our three guests show us that the roundtable
itself is a kind of festival

The Moment a Festival Begins

Mitsuru Kuramoto: What's important with comedy is that there
be a little bit of a sense of surprise, like, “Hey, why did that
make me laugh?” so in my work I'm always thinking about
how to generate more of those moments, how to bring in a
humorous perspective. It's also easy to compare comedy to
festivals. In a way, a comedian is a lot like the shaman at the
center of a festival. I'm in the position of making containers
to give the shaman so I'm always thinking about what kind of
containers | can come up with to stir up a festival that's unlike
anything ever seen before.

Yuko Nakamura: I've never had the chance to work on a variety
show myself but | agree: putting together a program has much
the same feel as putting on a festival. In the programs I've
worked on so far there have always been moments when it
felt like everyone was pulling together, shouting in unison and
carrying a mikoshi portable shrine

Kuramoto: Yes, that's it. The question is how often you can
get people to think, “Wow, look at the way they shoulder that
mikoshi. I've never seen anything like it!" In short, | want to
question the very nature of what makes a festival, and expand
the concept as much as | can, one new festival at a time
Nakamura: | really loved that program you produced called
Miyake Yuji no waku paradaisu [Yuji Miyake's Work Paradise]
It always cracked me up and left me feeling the same way |
felt after dancing at the Awa Odori festival

Kuramoto: That's wonderful to hear. So the show triggered
a festival in your heart? You know, | think festivals derive
from one-on-one interactions, like there’s something whirling
around inside somebody that suddenly starts sending our
sparks and firing up everyone in the area and then the infection
spreads and even though there might be some people who
say, ‘I don't understand what everyone is doing,” before you
know it they're going, “Now | get it. This is awesome!” (laughs)
Shuichiro Sakaguchi: Listening to the two of you right now
reminded me of an unforgettable festival | took part in once
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I was in a band with Jane Birkin and

Kuramoto: Wait, the Jane Birkin? You really get around! (laughs)
Sakaguchi: She came to Japan right after the Great East Japan
Earthquake (2011) to do a charity concert. | got to be part of
her band

Nakamura: What an amazing opportunity.

Sakaguchi: She decided to come to Japan all by herself, with-
out a manager or any musicians of her own, despite inade-
quate information available in France at that time. She wanted
to share the stage with Japanese musicians and I'm pretty
sure a lot of big names were contacted about taking part. This
was right after the earthquake, though, and | guess people
were preoccupied or faced other challenges that made it dif-
ficult to participate. Anyway, eventually | got the call.
Kuramoto: Back then everyone was worried about exercising
self-restraint, trying to gauge other people’s feeling. For my
part, | thought “self-restraint” was exactly the wrong direction
for people to be moving in.

Sakaguchi: | thought so, too, and said | would think about what
| could do. About thirty minutes later the phone rang and she
said, "Sakaguchi-san, you did say you would do it, right?” |
realized it was too late to back out.

Kuramoto: You were stuck! (laughs)

Sakaguchi: Yep. (laughs) But I'd said | would do it so we spent
the next four days getting ready on hardly any sleep at all
Kuramoto: | know that moment of feeling, “Uh oh” and then
pushing ahead anyway despite the uncertainty. That's the sign
of an awesome festival waiting to happen. (laughs)
Sakaguchi: When it came time to perform, Jane was talking to
the audience and said, “I've got a world tour coming up and |
think I'll have to kidnap this band and take them with me." It
was such a cool thing to say.

Kuramoto: Sounds like a really fantastic festival

Sakaguchi: About a week after she went back to France my
phone rang again and on the other end she said, “You know,
I'm going to hold you to your promise about the world tour”
(laughs) And so | really went arownd the world as member
of “Jane’s Band.”

Nakamura: Sometimes the start of a festival really takes you
by surprise

Kuramoto: The bigger the festival the more | think that's true
What's important is whether you can see such things as
opportunities or not
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Nakamura: | spent two years shooting the artist Rei Naito for
my latest film and at one point she refused to let me capture
her on film. She sensed the danger of being followed around
by a camera while creating her own work. This stopped me
in my tracks, but something was happening right before my
eyes. Ultimately, she told me to continue making the film, giv
ing me a little push, but after that | was always filming with the
sense of desperately chasing after that “something.”
Kuramoto: | saw the film and thought it had the feel of all the
members of a festival gathering together.

Nakamura: Well, that's a nice thing to say! And you know, you're
right. Making that film felt like being on a train where every
time it pulled into a station more and more people would get
on. There was this sensation in the air like every time some
one new would climb on board it would open up some new
possibility. | felt like my job was to keep from being scared
and to keep filming as if each moment was the one I'd been
waiting for.

Kuramoto: You and Sakaguchi both seem to have the right
disposition for festivals. (laughs)

Sakaguchi: No, you're the one who's built for festivals! (laughs)

Building the Relationship of Partners in Crime

Kuramoto: Are you familiar with the Eurovision Song Contest?
It's a festival of song held once a year in Europe, a program
where artists selected from more than forty countries com-
pete to be number one. | think the system the festival uses
is really outstanding

Nakamura: How so?

Kuramoto: The contest is broadcast live on TV stations in all
the participating countries. Viewership is said to reach over
a hundred million, and artists representing each country give
their original performances. The TV stations in each country
evaluate the performances based on a vote, and the votes
have to be cast for another country rather than one’s own. The
system, then, requires casting a vote for some outstanding
artist from another country. Doesn't that sound fair? | think
this system should be put to use in Japan, too

Nakamura: With 47 prefectures in Japan, I'll bet there are a lot
of things that could be done

Kuramoto: That's right. And despite how famous this program
is in Europe, it's almost completely unknown in Japan. Hoping
to introduce it in this country, | went to report on the con-
test and found it to be even bigger than | had imagined. The
contest always takes place in the country that won the year
before, and when | went it was being held in Sweden — at
the same venue as the awarding of the Nobel Prize. It was
really an incredible experience. | hadn't gotten any proper
appointments in advance but | could get in at the last minute
and improvised and managed to record all the contestants
saying Oen shite ne (“‘cheer for me”) in Japanese — it was
like being part of the festival myself. (laughs) What are your
favorite festivals?

Sakaguchi: I'm from Kagoshima and when | was a boy | really

loved the local Roggaddo festival held every July. The fes-
tival takes place on different days at different shrines and
temples around the prefecture. Townspeople draw pictures
or words on pieces of washi paper and paste them to the
wooden frames of lanterns, which are then presented to the
temples. These are illuminated and displayed on the grounds
of the temples, and that's really all there is to it, but the festi-
val draws incredible numbers of people every year. Looking
back and trying to remember what was so much fun | have
to admit it does seem a bit strange now, but then here | am
involved in organizing a festival back home that's every bit as
decentralized as Roggaddo

Nakamura: What kind of festival is it?

Sakaguchi: It's called the Good Neighbors Jamboree. This
year (August 22) was the sixth edition. We do have headlin-
ers but it's basically a pretty flat festival with everyone com-
ing together in a kind of big party to show what they can
do. Someone who knows how to make bowls out of wood,
for example, might hold a bowl-making workshop. The idea
is to create a festival where everyone involved takes owner-
ship over the event. | suppose | liked the Roggaddo so much
because it was that kind of festival.

Nakamura: I've never had that kind of festival experience so |
suppose I'm rather envious. But if | had to name one event |
guess it would be the Tokyo Ondo, though maybe this is not
so much a festival as a kind of Bon Odori dance. Like both of
my parents, | was born and raised in Tokyo so | could dance
the Tokyo Ondo all day and never get tired of it. Strange, huh?
| also like the Fuji Rock Festival. What's great about Fuji Rock,
I think, is that there's a one-to-one dialogue with the music,
but it's happening en masse all over the place

Sakaguchi: I've played at Fuji Rock a few times; once my band
Double Famous even played right behind the Red Hot Chili
Peppers. You could really feel the love from the audience — the
ones who stayed to listen to us instead of going off to hear
the Chili Peppers. (laughs) There was this sense that we were
all partners in crime, and that felt pretty good

Kuramoto: | know what you mean. It's the same with comedy.
That feeling of complicity is really important for festivals, too.
Nakamura: That feeling of sharing the same space with people
who feel the same way — | think this is something people really
crave in a fundamental way. I've always felt Tokyo doesn’t
have enough public plazas. If you want to take part in a public
demonstration, for example, the police can easily break up
the formations, and when you do finally manage to reach an
open space it isn't enough to create that feeling of oneness.
In France, everyone marches down the Champs-Elysees with
a beer in one hand and a burger in the other. Such things
are a kind of momentary escape from the everyday but that
moment of becoming an individual who is also part of a huge
crowd can be incredibly empowering. There don't seem to be
many opportunities to feel this sort of thing in a visceral way
in Japan, but | think that's one of the functions plazas serve
Sakaguchi: In Europe the plaza has roots in the Greek agora.
Japan built a lot of parks as it democratized after the war, but
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not so many agora-like plazas

Kuramoto: | think the issue here is really how many people you
can meet and how many festivals you can hold in all sorts of
places, whether plaza or not. With the Tokyo Olympics just
five years away, I'm sure everyone is working their hardest to
ensure that the Opening and the Closing Ceremonies and all
the rest are like nothing anyone’s ever seen before, but | hope
people will also look to the periphery, too, to the business of
everyday living

Nakamura: In a city as mixed-up as Tokyo, we need to find
plazas and places that can function like air pockets
Sakaguchi: Find them, and create them, too

Kuramoto: In the next five years | hope we can think of some-
thing, and some new kind of festival. Who knows, maybe
today’s meeting will kick things off!
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Born in 1959 in Hiroshima and raised in Osaka, Kuramoto is a broadc,
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Bornin 1971 in Kagoshima, Sakaguchiis a musician who plays trumpet, trombone,
and percussion with Double Famous. Since 2010, he has served as executive direc-
tor of the Kagoshima-based Good Neighbors Jamboree, an outdoor festival of live
music and workshops held in a natural setting on the site of a former elementary
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Born in 1977 in Tokyo, Nakamura is a visual artist. Having formerly worked with
Shinya Tsukamoto as an assistant director, she is now part of TV Man Union, Inc

Her projects include Maboroshi no Tokyo keikaku s rieta mittsu no yume for
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NHK BS Premium and Kenchiku wa shitte iru lar

Jomaku kara mita sengo nan.

for the NHK Educational channel. Her second directorial work after Hajimarino

kioku Sugimoto Hiroshi, Aekanaru heya Naito Rei to hikeritachi is now in theaters.



