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Figure 4.2 
Murobushi Ko in Quicksilver by Ito Miro 

 

Seki Minako echoes this, instructing students, “stand like a pencil, not like a 

notebook,” meaning that we should feel the sensation of always being about to fall over, 

as a pencil would if we were to stand it up on one end.  As students in her workshop, we 

practice balancing brooms and mops in our hands to get the sensation of a constant 

falling motion and the need to continuously shift our center of gravity in order to balance 

the broom. Once in a while, we find a “sweet spot,” where we can be still for a second or 

two without the broom clattering to the floor or sending us racing across the room.  Off-

center positions such as these magnify changes in balance and push students to become 

aware of its constant negotiation. According to Mikami, Hijikata’s dance philosophy 

resembles Zen logic in its paradoxical utterances.  He says, “I can’t jump, therefore I’d 

jump. I can’t spin, therefore I’d spin” (52). He asked them to fully commit to the 

impossible. 

Koga describes disorienting situations while training with Hiroko in which the 

only way he could follow her instructions was to be think completely illogically.  For 

example, when they were preparing to go onstage for a festival performance, she handed 
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him a pair of tabi socks that were too small for his feet.  When he asked for another pair, 

she instructed him “you have to make your foot smaller!” He learned from these 

experiences that in order to practice butō, “you have to get your mind out of what’s 

logical or possible.” It’s more important to question:  “What’s your imagination?  You 

know, what do you imagine to do?”  Then, he says, if you begin to question, you begin to 

realize that anything is possible (2010). 

Defamiliarization: Seeing the Body-Mind Anew 

In Chapter 2, I discussed ostranie (defamiliarization) in post-modern dance, and 

the use of radical recontextualization in order to “recover the sensation of life” amid the 

wartime devastation (Banes 2003, 5).  The idea was to shock the senses awake from the 

numbing effects of modern life, as is evident in the above mentioned tactics.  Hijikata 

applied a defamiliarization strategy to the human body itself, as part of his “human 

rehabilitation” project.  He pursued “deep research” of the human body in order to find 

the place where “my arm is not my arm.” Waguri describes Hijikata’s dance as distinct 

from most movement forms, because “most dance asks ‘what can my arm do,’” whereas 

Hijikata asked, “‘what is my arm?’” (2011).  From this place of deeply questioning all 

known assumptions about his own existence, Hijikata thought he could begin to make 

something new. 

Hijikata’s early experiments with defamiliarization techniques included 

exaggerating, binding, or covering specific body parts.  For example, in chapter 2, I 

mentioned the enlarged vagina painted on Tamano’s back, or images of giant phallic 

plants (konnyaku/Devil’s Tongue).  In several performances Hijikata wears a large golden 

phallus with excessively long pubic hair; in Nikutai no hanran [Revolt of the Flesh], he 
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quivers violently, slapping the phallus against his bare stomach and strutting like a 

marching chicken.  He frequently adorned both male and female dancers with similar 

phalluses in his cabaret performances.  Hijikata also exaggerated his sinewy body; 

Yoshito recounts how in Kinjiki and other performances, Hijikata combined black paint 

with olive oil and traced the lines of his muscles to create a shiny, reflective body, which 

would be enhanced by theater lighting.  Part of the reason behind this, Yoshito says, was 

because people did not have enough to eat, so this was a way to make their skinny bodies 

appear more muscular.  Also, it emphasized shadows and highlighted contours, 

magnifying “the body itself, creating” (2010).  Hijikata was fascinated with protruding 

ribs, and wrote about it at length in Being Jealous of a Dog’s Vein.  He fasted for weeks 

before Nikutai no hanran to make his ribcage more pronounced.  In other performances, 

Hijikata painted himself and his performers with white gesso, which began to dry and 

crack, and also made the dancer cold so that he started shivering involuntarily.  Other 

binding elements included black head coverings, inspired by the bon odori dances from 

Akita.  

In a photo series by Hosoe Eikō of Hijikata, Ōno, and Yoshito on a cobble stone 

street, Hijikata and Yoshito have their heads covered while Ōno awkwardly walks astride 

a bicycle. Yoshito describes the movement vocabulary “like a baby,” he says, “because 

dancers are moving sometimes do-do-do, and stop, and then [perform a] dance move, 

then sometimes [they are] falling down” (2010). The dancers lost their balance from the 

visual deprivation, which Yoshito associated with the uncoordinated movement of a 

baby.  Judging from videos of other performances such as Hosotan and A Girl, this 
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became part of Hijikata’s standard movement lexicon, even when heads were not 

covered. 

Hijikata was fascinated by disability, and often spent time observing the 

movements of the elderly and disabled.  Kasai notes, “[i]n dance choreography or 

vocabulary of the dance, maybe Hijikata is the first person to [use] the beauty of the 

handicapped” (2010).  For these people, Kasai says, restriction is just a condition of the 

body, causing it to move in unpredictable ways.   “The hands chasing arms, it’s quite new 

vocabulary,” says Kasai, “[I] was impressed.”  Hijikata commented to Kasai that, while 

watching a person with polio, he noticed that if the man wanted to reach something to the 

left he first had to move in the opposite direction.  Such unusual movement pathways 

inspired similar movements in his dance. Inspired by Hijikata, Nakajima has taught butō 

to and created performances with handicapped students for many years.  She says, 

“handicap[ped] people is already dance itself” (2010).  Her work just gives them 

permission to move in their own unique ways, she comments, rather than in a prescribed 

image of beauty. 

Another way to create a sense of ostranie in butō is to re-route movement mid-

action (other dance improvisation techniques use this method as well). Waguri suggests, 

“if [an] artist, or dancer want[s] [to] make [the] audience surprised, you have to let 

yourself [be] surprised first.”  He suggests to “cut the movement just before” in order to 

keep the audience guessing; referring to isagi yoi (an expected outcome, as with a wave 

moving in a consistent pattern), he says the butō dancer must interrupt expectations by re-

routing the action before it is complete.  A simple pause before completing an action can 

build the tension of the moment, and subvert both audience and performer expectations.  
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Katsura Kan and Takuya Muramatsu, two butō masters I have studied with, structured 

exercises in which we had to perform daily activities, such as brushing our teeth or 

getting dressed, and then suddenly forget what we were doing.  That moment of pause, 

and of forgetting, is like a small panic; our habitual flow is interrupted and we do not 

know what to do next when we are not doing what we normally do. And that is precisely 

the moment in which, if we can let go of the anxiety of knowing and not do anything but 

rather just stay present for that moment, then something surprising to both performer and 

audience will arise.     

In Hijikata’s later work, these experiments were played out through a series of 

contradictory actions and images, and the absolute overload of directions so much so that 

the logical mind could not follow, and so did not know what to expect next.  Consider the 

following series of images in one of Hijikata’s butō-fu choreographies, which Waguri 

said was a short six to eight minute section of Gibasan, one of the performances in the 27 

Nights for Four Seasons series: 

Tower of heads 
War of hair 
Quarrel between teeth 
Droppings 
Insects 
Anus 
Skill of eyes 
The lamp made out of scab 
Sunflower(s) 
Butterfly 
Crystal louse 
The face of the audience – [is like a] Ghost 
An opening in the forest 
Build a prosperous country in a narrow sight on the floor, on the wall… 
everywhere   
Split in an earthworm   
Reflect on the surface of the water   
The things recollected in the position of still wind   
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The land of mice 
Shut your hands, legs, ears… 
Nest  
Moving forest, Fossil forest   
An opening in the forest  
Child 
(Hijikata Scrapbooks 16-17, Trans. Endo Mariko 2011) 
 
The images do not follow any sort of logical progression, causing each to stand 

out in stark relief to the next.  They draw the dancer’s body and attention in a variety of 

directions and scale, requiring constant recalibration – from beyond the head in a tower 

of heads with wind-whipped hair, pulling the spine upward, to tiny animal droppings on 

the ground, and details like the minute segments of a worm’s body.  All senses are called 

into play, including smell, expanding stimulus beyond the visual.  Then, in directions 

such as “build a prosperous country” or “moving forest, fossil forest,” Hijikata has his 

dancers disperse their attention into an expansive landscape with a distinctly non-human 

form.  

According to Waguri, this choreography was for female dancers, specifically 

Ashikawa and Kobayashi Saga (2011).  He described the women lying on their sides, 

propped up on their elbows with their legs outstretched, in a position that became known 

to the dancers as “Flamen” after the Flemish painter and engraver Albert Flamen who 

inspired this choreography.  Hijikata blended the life history of another engraver, 

Breedon36 with the quality of etching itself as danceable material, and developed a 

choreography for a reclining figure around whom had grown an entire forest and 

                                                

36 This is most likely John Symonds Breedon (1754-1826), an amateur engraver.  According to Waguri, 
Breedon was nearly blind and made his art in his sick bed where he was confined for nearly 25 years.  
Hijikata referred to his convalesence in his choreography, creating a man who was literally rooted to his 
bed with trees and too weak to even lift his head (Waguri, 2010). 
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miniature ecosystems.  The body is crippled by its immobility, which begins its 

transformation.  As if hallucinating from illness, the dancer imagines many soldiers 

fighting and dying on their head (war of hair), and the teeth also fighting one another 

(quarrel in teeth).   A stem grows up through the body and the face becomes a sunflower, 

and the dancer raises a weary arm to trace the outline of three petals (sunflower).  

Countless butterflies flutter around the weakened body, brushing and tickling the skin 

(butterfly).  The eyes squint to look at a tiny crystal inside of which a small insect is 

trapped (crystal louse).  The directions continue in this fashion, layering multiple states to 

create a complex condition. Hijikata imaged a body that has become unfamiliar terrain, 

colonized by small environments that are magnifications and elaborations on reality, not 

unlike Claes Oldenburg’s Giant Hamburger which Banes refers to as “Gulliver’s 

Hamburger” (2003, 3).  Hijikata similarly makes the body a Lilliputian experience, as a 

way of seeing it anew. 

As space changes, so does time.  Hijikata explored extremely charged stillness, 

where it seemed as if he might explode from the sheer amount of energy he generated 

with these images, yet he did not travel in space. Waguri describes one of the first solos 

he saw Hijikata perform, in which Hijikata stood still for 15 minutes.  Waguri said, “so 

many time particle[s] attack him, he [is] against such time…[he is on the] offense 

[against daily time]” (2010).  He describes Hijikata’s body as tense and rigid, being 

pushed from all sides by the images of his dance, so much so that he cannot move. This is 

not unlike American and European post-modern dancers who experimented with 

stretching and compressing time and space.  Perhaps a difference might be that rather 

than exploring stillness as a quality in and of itself, Hijikata endeavored to embody 
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images and often times his stillness was the result of the competing images and 

microscopic environments all working together, pulling him in different directions to the 

point of immobility. Waguri indicates that this is stillness that emerges out of time of the 

dance itself, rather than a conceptual exploration of stillness. 

Daily Life as Teacher: Imagination Grounded in Experience 

Pedestrian movement became a popular source of inspiration in post-modern 

dance throughout the world.  Instead of glorifying the “everyman” as artists in America 

and Europe were doing, Hijikata specifically highlighted the outcasts of society, 

including criminals, the elderly, the disabled, and the poor. Waguri describes him as a 

keen observer of life, who was constantly analyzing phenomenon such as the way bones 

grow in a fetus (2011).  The people, places, and things he encountered in life served as 

the substance for his dances, which he twisted, re-shaped, and re-contextualized into his 

own surreal narratives.   

As a starting place for this work, Yoshito suggests observing the emotions of 

others and then experimenting with that oneself. “Realistic sensitivity,” he says, “is also 

important, it’s not like philosophy.”  Instead, he advises experiencing life more deeply 

than normal.  For example, Waguri recounts a story about being on the train across from 

a row of elderly women, and he was so taken with their various expressions that he began 

to explore them with his own face.  He got so lost in this play that he forgot he was in 

public, until he realized that they were all looking down embarrassedly, most likely 

assuming there was something wrong with him.  He jokingly says that this sense of play 

can also be “very dangerous for my daily life too” (2010). 
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Having a “realistic sensitivity” is also tied into one’s own unique experience of 

the world. For example, a colleague at the Ōno studio once criticized Yoshito for dressing 

too smartly in modern fashion, saying that as a butō dancer he should think about his 

clothes more and not dress with such modern taste.  Hijikata defended Yoshito’s choices, 

saying, “no, this is his style, he is a city boy, so you are not correct.”  This is the notion of 

“hometown landscape” that I discussed in Chapter Two, the notion that one’s 

environment informs one’s perceptions of the world.  Hijikata said that we must begin 

with our own context; “When one wants to forge the great expansion, he must make use 

of his own geological climate as [a] springboard” (in Mikami 1997, 32). The idea is to 

magnify one’s own unique experience, while remaining tethered to personal experience 

and one’s own sense of truth. 

Hijikata encouraged his students to seek instruction in their everyday interactions. 

Yoshito explains, “it means 24 hour lessons.”  They began to look at their surroundings 

differently, and their relationship to basic habits changed.  Yoshito describes one simple 

exercise of noticing one’s balance and “finding a good balance, or using the balance” as 

opposed to just normal walking to the train station.  He says this might result in walking 

faster or slower than normal, and noticing the subtle changes in the body as one does this.  

It is interesting to note that this is a particularly extreme exercise for him given the 

location of the Ōno Studio high atop a steep hill in Yokohama, which Ōno Kazuo 

reportedly ran up and down on many trips to the station, just to feel the distinct pulls of 

gravity on his body.  Yoshito describes walking slowly to the station (up or down the hill) 

as also an interesting exercise, with different sensations and psychophysical results.  He 

says,  “this practical experience we bring to the studio, then we can practice as a dancer 
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as well. So this kind of mentality [approaching everyday actions as lessons] is very 

important.” Daily life provides the raw materials, but then the dancer’s research is to 

break it, stretch it, and otherwise make it into new material.  One way to do this is to 

change the perspective, for example by slow down or speed up time, in order to sense 

more daily actions fully.  Butō is of course not the only performance training to use these 

methods of observing daily life.  However, it is worth noting that this type of play is 

integral to butō training. By disorienting the typical interactions, one can gain a larger 

palate of experience of life and also develop interesting material for performance.  

To summarize, disorientation is a strategy for shifting one’s perception.  One can 

attempt this on one’s own by changing the temporal and spatial experience of everyday 

actions and interactions.  Many post-modern dancers explored boundaries of extreme 

motion and extreme stillness, or experimented with gravity in an effort to shift their 

typical perspective.  Hijikata often applied a more forceful disorientation through a 

barrage of confusing directions and movement instructions, which exasperated the 

dancers to the point of giving up conscious control.  This was the state in which he 

needed the dancers to be in order to get the performance expression he sought. 

Saturated Body-Mind 

Hijikata required complete commitment to his work.  Whether it was full 

engagement in some extreme task as in his early work or the bombardment of rapid-fire 

images in his later choreography, he commanded an unwavering presence and full 

immersion in the experience. He demanded of one student, “you’re not [just] learning 

how to make facial expressions are you?” (quoted in Mikami 1997, 121).  Simply 
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“making faces” indicates a separation of thought and action, and an intellectualized 

expression of something, rather than full embodiment.  Instead, Hijikata’s aim was 

toward the body-mind that is totally absorbed and subsumed into a space and time greater 

than the everyday form and function.  The body-mind is engaged to the point of 

saturation.  Moreover, the process by which one arrives at this consumed state should 

eventually become instantaneous.  He told his students, “We do not get burned gradually 

but ‘become burned’ in an instant” (Mikami 1997, 121), in other words, with “no-

thought.”  Conscious thought is too slow for such a transformation to occur.  Instead, the 

dancer must work through the subtle body, the deepest, invisible layer of one’s own 

body-mind, bypassing the conscious level. 

In this section on the Saturated Body-Mind, I explore the psychophysical structure 

of the balanced body-mind, and the relevance of that state to Hijikata’s butō method, 

particularly with regard to his later butō-fu, or image choreography.  The first issue to 

address is an anatomy of mind-body absorption, using Yuasa’s four circuits of the body.  

From the dancer’s perspective, how does one become fully absorbed?  What aspects of 

the body-mind must be engaged, particularly if one is to “become burned in an instant” as 

Hijikata instructed?  Following that, I look at how butō dancers describe working with 

imagery, incorporating Nagatomo’s discussion of “attunement.”  Through what 

psychophysical mechanisms do we “become” an image?  The third section analyzes 

Nagatomo’s concept of attunement in butō practice in relationship to Buddhist meditation 

practice, and the degree of psychophysical integration inherent in each. 
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Anatomy of Mind-Body Absorption 

Yuasa proposes that with training and commitment to practice, one can achieve 

oneness of body and mind, or shinjin ichinyo.  He borrows Nishida’s term of “becoming 

a thing and exhausting it” to describe the rigorous process of cultivation (1987,70). 

Through dedication to daily effort, one can “become a thing,” a process through which 

“the mind extinguishes the self-consciousness as a subject opposing the body and its 

objectivity; the mind becomes completely one with the body as thing” (1987,70). To 

illustrate this concept, Yuasa uses the example of an unskilled athlete whose movement 

lacks coordination because he or she is still operating on the level of the self, or ego-

consciousness.  One could easily extend this analogy to unskilled dancers, who practice 

their techniques for years until they become unconscious “muscle memories.” Yuasa 

writes, “as the self overcomes such a bright ego-consciousness and illumines the layer of 

dark consciousness buried in the body, the body loses its heaviness and becomes 

unopposed to the mind’s functioning” (1987, 72). As in the Bull Herding sequence, in 

which discipline renders the bull supple, in the athlete's or dancer’s case the body 

becomes supple through focused and consistent practice.  In an athlete or dancer, the 

mind and body merge; actions become “second nature.” Nishida calls this an “animated 

state with maximum freedom in which there is not the least gap between the will’s 

demand and its fulfillment” (quoted in Yuasa 1987, 65). However, the ego-consciousness 

is still present.  There are degrees of cultivation with distinct aims.  With athletics and 

with some styles of dance, a sense of an “I” remains within the action, even though there 

may be moments within extreme action in which the athlete transcends a sense of self.  In 

meditation and butō dance, cultivation aims beyond this, to the point where ego-



 142 

consciousness is eroded and/or obliterated.  This distinction is useful in analyzing the 

effects and aims of butō practice vis-à-vis other forms of cultivation. 

Metaphorically speaking, Yuasa refers to consciousness on a scale from bright 

(everyday) to dark (sub- and un-conscious), spatially organized from an egocentric point 

of view.  As one becomes more aware of the full dimensions of consciousness, spatial 

(and temporal) orientation dissolves and awareness expands infinitely.  Cultivation of this 

state can take a lifetime, and for most of us, will never be reached. It requires a consistent 

practice and clear progression as indicated in the Bull Herding series.  Though it may 

seem paradoxical at first, it is through our body-mind structure that we eventually learn 

to transcend our bodies and our minds. 

Yuasa describes four interrelated circuits in the body through which one 

“experiences” various dimensions of being (1993, 7-65 and 99-148). These circuits, 

considered as such because they are a network of body systems, are organized 

concentrically with respect to bright and dark consciousness, with the outermost being 

the “brightest,” or most easily accessible in daily life.  The first circuit is the external 

sensory-motor circuit, comprised of the sensory organs (skin, eyes, nose, ears, mouth) 

through which the body connects to the external world.  The second circuit consists of 

internal sensations of two kinds: kinesthesis, or the neuro-muscular circuit which enables 

us to sense and act, and somaesthesis, which governs the visceral organs (heart, lungs, 

stomach) and regulates the body’s natural processes (circulation, respiration, digestion). 

Together, kinesthesis and somesthesis form what Yuasa calls “coenesthesis,” or 

“awareness of one’s own body,” (1993, 47) which is both directly and indirectly 

apprehended.  Every human being has some awareness of one’s own body.  Most 
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dancers, athletes, or other physically trained performers have a highly developed 

kinesthetic circuit, cultivated through daily attention to physical form. One activates 

somesthesis through the use of breathing techniques to regulate physical and mental state. 

The third circuit, the emotion-instinct circuit, governs the autonomic nerves 

(which affect the respiratory, circulatory and digestive organs) and operates below our 

level of awareness, simply because these nerves do not reach the cerebral cortex.  Instead, 

the visceral organs experience an emotional response (such as pleasure or pain), and 

affect the body holistically. This is perhaps why the organs are known as the “seat of 

instinct” in common parlance.  Most people respond instinctively to an instance of stress, 

either moving toward or away, depending on whether it is pleasurable or painful.  

Our breath is integrally linked to the functioning of this third circuit, and is the 

bridge between conscious action and unconscious processes, such as the emotional-

instinct circuit.  For example, when we are angry or nervous, our breath is short and 

shallow and our muscles are tense or knotted.  Excitement engenders a similarly 

heightened energetic quality, though more effusive and less condensed.  Energy follows 

emotion, and emotion can be altered by consciously changing our breathing patterns to 

shift our energetic state.  The act of “taking a deep breath” can calm us down from an 

agitated state.  The process of cultivation works with breath to quiet the body-mind; this 

is not the same as sleeping or even what one commonly means by “relaxing.”  Instead, 

quieting is actually enlivening, or “glistening” (to use Zarrilli’s term).  By quieting our 

everyday stimulations and distractions we actually become more sensitive and aware of 

our surroundings.  One can sense this through Yuasa’s fourth circuit, the “unconscious 

quasi-body.”  
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Also referred to as the subtle body, this fourth circuit governs the circulation of ki, 

or energy, which flows throughout the body in the meridian system as identified by 

acupuncture.  Ki can be sensed and channeled, as evidenced in marital art forms such as 

aikido and karate.  In butō and other experimental movement techniques such as that of 

American somatic educators Irene Dowd or Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, one way that ki is 

directed and manipulated is through the use of images.  Images promote a holistic 

experience for body-mind, and interact with the dancer on the level of the subtle body.  

Ki circulates through one’s own body and beyond; when we talk of a person “radiating” a 

certain quality we are talking about the tonal ambiance of their ki, which Nagatomo says 

is the “qualitative presence of a particular personal body” (1992, 205). Ki travels much 

like sound waves, and gives off a vibration or a “rhythmic fluidity” (1992, 206) that can 

be sensed by “tuning” one’s subtle body.37  We can both project our own ki and sense ki 

from our ambiance, hence Nagatomo refers to relating to one’s ambiance as a “bilateral 

coming-together” (1992, 198), or attunement.  The process of engaging another substance 

– be it another creature or verbal imagery – involves the interaction of “touching and 

being touched” (to use Ichikawa’s explanation of Cartesian cogito, see Nagatomo 1992, 

21) through which these two elements establish degrees of “inter-corporeality” (1992, 

197).  Through the personal body-mind, we somatically sense an “affective resonance” of 

engagement, which in turn shapes our “epistemological as well as actional apparatus” 

(1992, 213).  In this circular feedback loop, which somatic practitioner Bonnie 

Bainbridge Cohen has termed “sensing-feeling-acting” (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, 5), we 

                                                

37 Matsuoka says “each dancer makes his own image for it [the movement directions] and you kind of tune 
to it” (2010). 
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receive energy and information from our ambiance, and emit energy and information into 

our environment. Through the subtle body, the dancer both senses and interacts with the 

field of ki that surrounds the performer, as well as the field that is created through the 

performer’s engagement with the image.  Performer and image come together, or become 

attuned.  

Yuasa’s proposes that image-thinking is a holistic functionality of our 

consciousness that considers human existence within nature, instead of in opposition to 

nature.  “It points to a mode of human life organized in harmony with living nature, while 

interresonating with its activity,” writes Nagatomo in the translator’s introduction to 

Yuasa’s Overcoming Modernity: Synchronicity and Image-Thinking (in Yuasa 2008, 9). 

This mode of being sees the individual as a part of the landscape, as in Nishida’s basho.  

The full significance of an image-thinking perspective is manifold and beyond the current 

discussion; here I solely want to highlight the idea of interresonance, as this best 

describes the dancer’s interaction with images. Hijikata’s words are poetic in nature, as 

Nakajima notes, and meant to collide with the dancer on the level of metaphor.  At the 

same time, there are very real kinesthetic mechanisms at play in the interaction between 

dancer and image.  These elements – existing within nature, interresonating with nature’s 

activity, attuning to one’s environment through the flow of ki energy – are all 

components of working with images in butō dance.  For the sake of simplicity I will refer 

to these elements as aspects of attunement, which I am using as the overarching concept 

in image work. 
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Attunement as a Method of Working with Images in Butō 

Ōno Kazuo asked, “How does a painter begin to touch in order to represent?” 

(June 19 rehearsal notes). Ōno’s question could be extended to include Nagatomo’s idea 

of relating to one’s ambiance – how does the painter/dancer touch and be touched in 

order to represent?  As mentioned in Chapter Two, butō’s notion of representing in 

performance is not about showing gestures and symbols that indicate meaning to the 

audience, rather it emphasizes re-presenting, or the performer “becoming” the image and 

causing the image to be present through one’s own body.  The process of attuning can be 

described as touching and being touched by the energetic quality, or ki, of the image or 

substance one is working with as dance materials. 

Attunement is a particularly apt characterization of the process of “becoming” in 

butō, especially in Hijikata’s later works in which he choreographed primarily through 

the use of imagery.  Dancers practiced transforming their bodies through engagement 

with verbal and visual images.  Hijikata would show the dancers paintings, read them a 

list of poetic images, or some combination of the two.  (See Figure 4.4) 
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Figure 4.3 
 

Scrapbook Volume 1: Nadare ame 
Hijikata Tatsumi Memorial Archives, 

Shiki no tame no nijûnanaban, 1998, 13. 
 

Text:  
Nadare-Ame (Candy avalanche, literally pouring candy rain.) 
Ame - lying nudes under the extreme slow motion 
Scene 1: The worm-eaten grandmother. These grandmothers come down to the porch. 

Technique; maggot -move fingers and toes at the same time. Also, do the same action on 
your back and on your skin. 

Scene 2: The pieces of flesh descend on the porch. 
Scene 3: The lying nudes escape from the maggots. 

They will sit up. They aim to be the peacocks but collapse. 
 
Her expression, the shape of her fingers. Thighs, buttocks, and joints. Harden it in order to melt it. 
Image: Gustav Klimt, Danae 1907 
  
(translated by Mariko Endo Reynolds, 2011) 
 

These words were shorthand for choreography that Ashikawa demonstrated and 

the dancers had to learn very quickly.  The words were meant to inspire their own 

experience in the movement rather than simply copying her form.  Waguri describes his 
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strategy for working with images as allowing himself to be caught, or captivated.  He 

characterizes it as a somatic relationship, not an intellectual one.  He explains, “images 

attack me, to my body…[I don’t] think about [it with the] brain, head, so images catch 

my whole body, and he change my body, so how to escape from my images?” (2010).  

The capturing is complete; his body is subsumed into the image.  He describes his 

experience in butō-fu choreography as one of falling in, and accepting each new image-

state as it comes.  He says, “I escape [from one image] and [the] next image catch[es] me, 

and so [on], [and the] next images [come and capture me]” (2010).  He senses himself as 

an empty vessel, and the images flow through him continuously, each one filling him up 

to the point of saturation. In his book Handsome Blue Sky, Hijikata describes the butō 

body as an empty vessel that is abruptly invaded by something which “fills it to the brim” 

and overflows (quoted in Mikami 1997, 140).  He continues, “the movement of becoming 

empty is the way of the vessel…[Through this process] his body is metamorphosed to a 

new one which is the present ‘I’” (ibid.).  Mikami explains that as an empty vessel, the 

dancer simply welcomes everything that is given to him in these choreographies, 

accepting any condition, “always being ready to take anything, anytime” (140).  Most 

importantly, the psychophysical process is instantaneous; Waguri says he needs to 

“watch, [and] already [he is] changed, think [and] already [he is] changed…[to] think and 

[then] move is too slow…[instead] at the same time as you watch it, you just become this 

thing” (2010).   

Waguri says the image or thing “captures” you.  Mikami uses the term “reflects;” 

she describes attunement to images as “seeing” the image with a glass eye in the 

forehead, or what she calls a “Vanishing Eye,” with which the “speed of reflecting is 
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swifter than seeing [with the anatomical eye]” (1997, 101).  Both dancers describe the “in 

an instant” quality of transformation that Hijikata sought.  Their connection with the 

images is immediate, without thought, and sensed on a somatic level through the subtle, 

energetic body. Mikami explains Hijikata’s notion of reflecting the image with a 

metaphor that is very close to “Great Mirror Wisdom” in Zen.  As described in Chapter 

Three, this is the notion that the highest state of consciousness and truth of one’s original 

nature is a pure reflection of all that it comes into contact with.  This is the meaning of 

Frame Eight in the Bull-Herding pictures and the empty circle symbol in Zen 

iconography.   Mikami says that in butō, the human body is like a dewdrop which takes 

on the color of the leaf or petal upon which it sits, “always reflecting its surroundings on 

its surface” (1997, 142).  This dewdrop is the vessel that is endlessly transformed, be it 

scattered by wind, pulled by gravity, filled with insects, etc.  She posits: the dancers’ 

neural network “captures hundreds of thousands of situations in an instant” and simply 

reflects them (1997, 143).  Similar to the empty vessel that fills with pure images, the 

reflecting Eye/I erases the self and shines forth the energy of its ambiance.  

Murobushi worked with Hijikata prior to the period of butō-fu image 

choreography, but he nonetheless has a similar assessment of what he calls “this butō 

experience,” of becoming.  He refers to his dance as “an exchange.”  He says, “I relate 

with this air, or this metallic plate, or animals, or human body,” and emphasizes the point 

that we can only have this communication because we have a body: “and this 

communication or sensation we have inside the body” (2010).  Though we both touch 

and are touched, we can only sense the connection through the personal body.  This is 

similar to what Nagatomo, using Dogen’s term, describes as a “felt inner-resonance” of 
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our experience.  Nagatomo describes the sensation as a residue, which we appropriate or 

assume the qualities of, and thus experience an expansion of the boundaries of the 

personal body image (1995, 240-1).  This might be applied to butō dance through the 

following example: if a dancer is to imagine him or herself as 100 times normal size, s/he 

must not “act huge” but rather first sense that increase in size in her/his perception of the 

personal body space.  The landscape has to change in scale and that will in turn change 

the resonance between the personal body and the atmosphere.  S/he also must slow the 

perception of time, the fourth dimension of our spatial awareness.  

The material substances of the images have their own distinct atmosphere, time-

space, and bodily consciousness. We “cannot divide time and space,” says Waguri, “So 

my nerves reach out to 100 meter, this nerve come back, way back also 100 meter, take a 

time, so this time make space.”  Thus, in order to increase one’s size and presence, one 

must slow one’s movement down enough in order to feel the ripple effects of the 

movement; s/he must imagine that simply shifting weight could cause an earthquake. In 

this way, the image drives the dance.  Hijikata described the performer’s experience in 

butō as “being danced” rather than dancing, the distinction being that in the latter, one is 

in conscious control of one’s actions, while when one is “danced,” one moves because 

one is compelled to do so by the resonance with the image and its particular time-space.   

On a basic level when working with an image, Yoshito suggests noticing and 

developing our sensitivity on what he calls the edges or points – the top of the head, the 

ends of the fingers, the soles of the feet.  Referring to a flower walking exercise that is 

often taught at the Ōno studio, he instructs as we walk holding the flower in our 

outstretched hand, that we should feel the dimensions of the flower with these sensitive 
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body points.  The head, fingers, and feet should sense the flower reaching to the sky and 

the roots reaching deeply down into the earth, “making one line from above to the down.” 

The end result, he says, is “then maybe seven years after the person doesn’t need [the] 

flower anymore because he or she can get these lines in the body” on their own.  The 

image as kata will have become internalized, and thus fluidly embodied without 

conscious thought or effort. 

Though one does become fully engrossed in the experience, “being danced” by 

images is not the same as being in a trance.  The dancer must maintain a sliver of 

consciousness in order to be able to sense new information on a very minute level, and 

also sculpt the unfolding experience and movements that arise into something 

performance-worthy.  They must observe without attachment, and without interfering too 

much.  Waguri described the desired position as “coolness,” and Mikami called it “not 

drunk,” meaning not in an altered state (2010).  Hijikata cautioned his students against 

being seduced by one’s own movement.  He told Waguri, “[if] butō looks like [you have 

taken] a drug, and ahh, [I have a] good feeling, or possession… Such kind of dancer 

cannot get it.”  Instead, a “drunk” dancer is lost in the personal body’s sensation, and is 

no longer tuning to, or resonating with, one’s ambiance (in the form of an image or 

whatever the substance of study).  The dancer needs to maintain a minimal level of 

awareness in order to track “small things…[they are] very delicate and sensitive 

happenings” (Waguri 2010).  

Waguri suggest that to remain “cool” even while consumed, “my eyes watch 

myself” (2010).  He likens this paradoxical experience to sleep, saying “my every 

consciousness and sense reach out and, like an insect,” he can sense tiny vibrations, and 
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his “nerves are changed to like [the] hair of cat, and 360 degrees my sense[s] catch 

everything.  But [I must be] very cool, not too excited. If I want to do more, such sense is 

gone” (2010).   If the conscious mind inserts a thought – such as “cat’s lick” and by 

extension, “I should lick” – the engagement with the cat image dissipates.  In order to 

maintain the experience of becoming, one has to watch from afar without judgment.  

Mikami advises: “Keep distance, divide by good string” (2010), meaning that one should 

maintain a detachment with the experience. She describes seeing herself as a puppet, and 

“inside my body [there is] only image.”  

Murobushi teaches an exercise that specifically addresses this delicate focus and, 

interestingly, it is also a puppet image:  

you have two different identity, you are Pinocchio, your body is 
something like marionette or machine, it’s something, but you should 
drive it.  And if your body becomes Pinocchio and you should play by 
yourself, you should control Pinocchio’s body, in this case you should 
separate with body and with your control…because if you completely 
become one it’s not possible.  And it’s also not possible to stay there 
because you are changing and moving (2010).   
 
Separating “your body” with “your control” is not the same as separating body 

and mind. “Your control” also directs the mind, allowing it to be supple and just receive 

the puppet image.  You convince yourself that you are made of light balsa wood, and that 

strings raise and lower your limbs, and you dance as a light, wooden puppet, not as a 

human being made of flesh and bones.  If one tries to fix an idea of a wooden puppet and 

think through how it would move, one loses track of the image.  Murobushi notes that 

one is always changing and moving, so the image has to be similarly alive, and changing 

and moving in every moment.  “Your control” is tracking these changes and making 

decisions about how to manipulate the puppet body-mind. 
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As Ashikawa told her students, “view your own absorption from a distance” 

(quoted in Kurihara 1996, 101). To illustrate this delicately divided focus, Mikami 

explains about working with Ashikawa in a walking exercise and splitting her focus so 

that she experiences many shades of her body.  Her focus or “eyes” see from up on the 

ceiling, far beyond her anatomical eyes. Mikami notes that Ashikawa also developed a 

technique of adding many eyes to the image – both on the butō dancer’s body and within 

the atmosphere – so that they would “endlessly multiply the dissolution and make his 

consciousness thinner endlessly” (132), similar to Takuan’s notion of being everywhere 

and nowhere at the same time. Mikami deems this “eternal time space” (132).  She adds 

that this is Ashikawa’s own interpretation of Hijikata’s direction to expand consciousness 

beyond the distinctions of subject and object, to “look” from an infinite number of points 

in space, rather than simply from one’s own self-conscious egocentric daily point of 

view.   

Butō dancers literally have to split their center of attention.  A simple technique is 

in the facial expressions; says Matsuoka, “we tend to use the half focus, or eyes without 

focus very much, it’s like seeing the entire atmosphere at the same time.”  It startled 

Matsuoka the first time he saw Amagatsu do this, as Amagatsu is quite effective with the 

technique and appeared as if he had become a ghost. Matsuoka comments,  “maybe it’s 

very paradoxical, but it’s concentrating far beyond here.”  Most dancers are familiar with 

softening their focus in order to see the other dancers in their peripheral vision.  If one 

unfocuses one’s eyes even further, one can feel even greater sensitivity in the back of the 

head and “see” the whole space at once.  
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Hijikata disrupted “normal” vision altogether by instructing his dancers to sense 

with remote parts of their body, such as the back of the ears, armpits, and anuses (Mikami 

1997, 125).  Displacing “vision” he taught his dancers to “see” in a new way.  

Emphasizing or concentrating on the sensitivity of such typically invisible parts of our 

awareness is a method for developing a delicate sensitivity to our surrounding 

atmosphere. Ōno remarked: 

I think one's presence (or lively movements) depends on vitality, the 
understanding of living life, and the relationship to the world…By 
recapturing space around me, my back and the sides of my body started to 
be alive, to move more lively” (Ōno June 19).  
 

Ōno and Hijikata both studied life and the body intimately, cultivating a refined 

sensitivity to their real and imagined landscapes alike. 

Evoking atmosphere is a critical skill in butō. Japanese dance critic Goda Nario 

asserted that in Western dance, only mature dancers really know how to move the air 

around them in service of their artistic expression, whereas for butō dancers, this ability 

to invoke mist, smoke, scent, and atmosphere in general is the fundamental training 

(Mikami 1997, 124-5).  Hijikata was particularly gifted with an ability to connect with 

vivid imagery and affect his present environment from this deeply engaged state. Dance 

critic Miura Masahai discusses this phenomenon in his article “Hijikata Tatsumi no 

kyōfu” [Fear of Hijikata Tatsumi]38, in which he writes in reference to Hijikata’s 1967 

performance of Neko: Hanayome no dansu [Cat: Bride’s Dance]: 

I could see the air on the stage increasing its density, turning to water, and 
then oil.  Once in a while, his subtle hand and foot movements changed 
the air into sand.  The air turned into sand from the edge of his hands and 

                                                
38 All translations are Kurihara Nanako’s unless otherwise noted. 
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feet.  The sand spread like dominoes, covering the stage.39 
 
Miura claims that witnessing Hijikata’s dance made his palms sweat and his body 

tremble. Kurihara Nanako recounts Miura’s story in her dissertation, by way of 

contexting her own similarly transformative experience of Hakutobo dancer Ashikawa 

Uzumi’s 1990 performance in St. Mark’s Church in New York.40  She writes: 

I felt a tremendous presence, beyond any daily life consciousness, 
emanating from her.  When her arms extended and moved forward 
slightly, I suddenly felt a wind blowing from her across the space toward 
me in the audience, some twenty feet away…Everything but Ashikawa 
receded into the background.  The distance between her and me 
disappeared; I felt that she was simultaneously far away and directly in 
front of me.  At that moment time stood still.  Some invisible force was 
affecting me in a very powerful way, slipping me, for a moment, into 
another dimension.41 

Both writers note the occurrences of viscerally experienced images and the 

density of the air changing. Miura’s identification of fear speaks to the disorienting nature 

of perceptual shifts, particularly when they are instigated by someone else’s actions.  

Kurihara further notes space changing such that distance and proximity became 

simultaneous and possibly inverted, and experiencing a sense of being “out of time.” 

Ōno’s rehearsal notes provide information as to how this time shifting experience 

might be accomplished.  He writes that from the performer’s perspective, there is a 

recognition of the quality of the image space; it interresonates with something one knows 

from one’s past, possibly where one has been before or perhaps it is more archetypal or 

                                                
 
39 Kurihara 1997, 43. 
 
40 Hakutobo was directed by Ashikawa Yoko, Hijikata’s most important dancer.  All of the performers in 
Hakutobo assumed the name Ashikawa in order to erase their own identity.  Hijikata met Ashikawa Yoko 
in the late 1960s and began to work with her exclusively as he developed the later phase of his work, now 
recorded in 16 notebooks of his Butoh-fu notations. These drawings and choreo-poems are the basis for 
much Butoh dance training today.  Waguri Yukio has compiled 88 of the Butoh-fu in his DVD, Butoh 
Kaden. 
 
41 Kurihara 1997, 44-5. 
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“ancient,” as Ōno says. While engaged in a group exercise, he has a memory (or 

imagination) of a funeral:  “The crowd, coming and going to the grave, bustle… they cry, 

suppress a laugh, and try to put the rhythm together.” He comments that the movement of 

the dancers across the studio: 

shares some of the same foundation as other spaces I've been.  It must be 
crossing somewhere.  It's crossing in my mind.  I take this crossing space 
consciously or unconsciously while I am swaying and changing places.” 
(Ōno June 19).   

The term “crossing” is revealing of the method.  His own participation in this group 

movement invoked another time and space, and he brought the consciousness of it into 

the present moment. These two time-spaces mingle and create a sense of being “out of 

time.”  It is not that he is solely representing past events with the current movement, but 

rather that an action or sensibility that the group created intersected with a past 

experience.  He is braiding time (and space, which is inextricably linked) in his own 

imagination and projecting that crossing to his audience, in this case to Hijikata who was 

leading the rehearsal. 

By the same mechanism, we can sense when someone who is physically present is 

“absent” or psychically lost in another time and space, i.e. not braiding the two time-

spaces together.  Yoshito explores these presence/absence qualities in an exercise he calls 

“full moon.”  He has people hold hands in a large group circle and he tells students 

“everybody [is] needed to make this full moon.  If somebody [is] not here, it’s not full 

moon, so we lost something, …so then, let’s move with the other to use somebody’s 

energy, so it means try to exist myself, in total balance” (2010).  He is asking students to 

become attuned to one another and sense the fullness of everyone’s presence through 

their own subtle body sensitivity.  Having practiced this sort of exercise on other 

occasions (though in a contact improvisation context), my understanding of what Yoshito 

calls “try[ing] to exist myself in total balance” within the circle, means that I need to first 

tune into my own central axis and alignment, my own breathing, my own sense of space 
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and density, and then sense any tiny fluctuations and impulses coming from the weight, 

temperature, and ki energy coming from other bodies transmitted throughout the circle 

through the hands of my partners.  At that level of deeply listening, Yoshito claims to 

experience emptiness.  For me, that kind of listening also has the weighted, loose-jointed 

body of contact improvisation and release technique, and the sparkling awareness and 

suggestive imagination of Zaporah’s Action Theater (more on this in Chapter 6).  His 

comment “if somebody [is] not here, it’s not [a] full moon” resonates for me as well; I 

have had the experience of being in circles where a participant (sometimes me) is either 

not really present, or is forcing their energy into the group and trying to lead it in a 

specific direction without listening to the whole group.  Conversely, I have had group 

experiences where all are able to be patient and let the group energy emerge.  The 

difference is quite noticeable.  In the latter situation I can sense something actually 

happens that I did not purely create on my own but had a hand in creating – so it feels 

familiar and bigger than me at the same time.  This is a slightly different take on Ōno’s 

“crossing” idea because it is not blending different time-spaces but rather it is blending 

different space-time “perspectives” and senses of presence.  Additionally, it is a useful 

tuning exercise to heighten one’s own sensitivity and also to build ensemble 

communication. 

The landscape is constantly changing so the performer should be sensing this if he 

or she is to remain truly present. Murobushi feels that this level of sensitivity is essential 

to a performer’s honesty; he says, “you should feel your balance moving always and 

changing, and relate with your public or space, …and also my body is changing, my 

concentration [is] also changing with space, this space, the “changiness,” it’s…honesty, 

no?” (2010).  Again, it is in the personal body that one senses change.  Murobushi 

describes the experience as somewhat paradoxical, saying, “I concentrate into myself, but 

always I feel the theater space, and I should hit the space.”  It is as if he hits the space and 

his concentration rebounds back into himself, like a bat using echolocation. Waguri 
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echoes Murobushi’s notion of “hitting the space” and noticing the reverberations in his 

own body.  Hijikata told him: “don’t look for [answers] outside.  Outside stuff is round, 

so you look for more new one, more answers, but finally, your eyes, turn back to here 

(gestures toward himself) – your eyes turn to inside.  Every answer [is] waiting [for you] 

to find” (2010).  Returning to the idea of “felt inner resonance,” the experience can only 

be verified on the level of the personal body.   

The objects of attunement – images, space, other beings – engender unique 

experiences.  Murobushi observes, “it’s not necessary always some human eyes, and if 

it’s space [that is the object of attunement, it] is different of course,” implying that all 

space has resonance that can be sensed and that empty space has a different quality of 

engagement than a space full of people (who are also of space and in space).  To sense 

the subtleties, he recommends continuing to follow the breath into different parts of one’s 

body until one feels breath in the fingers and toes.  Through breath, “your energy [is] 

going outside and connect[s] inside, and this is [a] very basic idea.”  Indeed, many 

performance training forms use breathing exercises to harmonize mind and body, and 

connect with other bodies and space.  As breath and energy circulate, they pick up 

information about the ambiance, and in an ongoing dialog, the space affects the dancer 

and the dancer affects the space.  Additionally, breathing affects the spinal column and 

the central axis, notes Murobushi, and thus one’s body position is subtly shifted through 

this inner/outer breathing dialog as well.  The balance is “always moving” he says, and 

“with this, already I can dance” (2010).  

At the same time, for attunement to be effective, it is important to have a clear 

object of engagement.  Koga notes that while images are useful in tuning into the present 

moment, they can also become stale or calcified conceptually so that his movement 

projects just an idea of the image.  Or, he may be completely engaged with an image in 

his imagination but his body may not be able to respond.  Consequently, he feels he 

“could spend a lot more time just understanding (he slaps his thigh) the physicality or the 
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sensations that my body has, here, now, what does the blood feel like, or the bone, and 

how can I feel it without defining it” (2010). In his practice, Koga emphasizes kinesthetic 

response, saying “sensation’s a very big part of it because there’s something I can 

understand.”  The focus here “is about how is this energy moving here, when is it moving 

there, when does it change, and how do I change in relationship to that energy.”  He 

describes being able to sense this most clearly in Tango or Aikido, when he has a clear 

partner relationship to provide immediate kinesthetic feedback.  “You have to be really 

sensitive to communicating,” he says, and adds, “It’s good to have clear friction, so 

maybe my dance partner is my clothing, and then that’s my clear friction, or maybe it’s 

the air, but I have to really understand that and stay with that.”  He searches for a clear 

point of engagement: “With another person…it’s the conflict, it’s a little bit more easy, 

it’s more solid in a certain way.  Or if I’m bound or I’m contained there’s all that…and 

the value of that, or that value has been for me a clear point of tension.”  Koga has 

performed several pieces bound in one manner or another, hung upside down by his 

ankles, trapped inside large sculptural pieces, stuffed inside a suitcase, etc.  For him, 

these experiments are psychophysical explorations of his own boundaries.    Citing the 

circulation of respiration through our seemingly contained skin border and mixing with 

atmosphere, he questions, “what’s the dividing line between what seems apparently 

contained, and what is outside of this room?”  The answer for him is not exactly a 

physical boundary, but rather one of energy.  The ideal point, he says, is “when the point 

of tension is not clear, then that’s really good material,” but he cautions “it’s also 

dangerous because I can just drift” unless he knows the investigation to which he is 

anchored.  Similar to Hijikata’s caution to not be “drunk,” Koga warns against sloppy, 

unfocused investigation without a clear entry point to the engagement or exploration. 

It is important to note that attunement, or “becoming something,” is a practice, 

and not something we learn how to do once and than can forever manifest.  It is a 

receptivity meditation to which one returns again and again, attempting some action 
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while attending to our breath, or noticing the state of our minds and the quality of our 

physical matter.  Questioning is part of the practice. Even an advanced dancer like Ōno 

Kazuo expresses doubt in his research.  The passage quoted below is from his notes after 

a rehearsal with Hijikata.  Though it is a rather extensive quote, I think it is worth 

exploring how his thoughts wander during an exercise.  Note that these comments are 

from the same rehearsal as was mentioned before, addressing the crossing of past and 

present through finding personal past memories that connect to the present group 

experience:   

At the rehearsal of June 19th we started with swinging. We started it 
obscurely.  The rhythm of my drumming was also indistinct. There was 
nothing in this, which was reasonable because we didn't give any reason or 
understanding for swinging.  I was confused, although all I had to do was 
just swing back and forth.  Maybe I expected some meaning for 
expression in my intimate feelings.  I said to myself, ‘swing without 
thinking.’  But still I was still thinking, expecting something to happen.  
My thoughts went something like this: 

 
Even so, you should be able to move better 
So, can you do it? 
Well, not sure 
Then this is not working out 
Again, I find the challenge of ‘merely moving.’ 
I don't understand Mu (nothingness).  
I decide to sway more. 
Everything is swaying. 
I am also swaying. 
What are they responding to? 
Each one, each place. 
It's reviving. 
(Ōno June 19, trans. Mariko Endo Reynolds 2011) 

Ōno says he is caught between doing and thinking; his body and mind are not in 

sync.  He is criticizing himself for not finding a good rhythm, and at the same time he 

knows that “expecting something to happen” is only pulling him toward the future, 

making it difficult to find a good rhythm in the present. He struggles with “the challenge 

of merely moving,” knowing he is looking for something beyond conscious movement.  
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Similarly, he wrestles with not wanting to give in to his desire to make meaning, while at 

the same time recognizing the value of tapping into a rather profound image of the group 

at a funeral, grieving and “trying to put the rhythm together.”  He and Hijikata grappled 

with essential aesthetic questions as they developed their work.  What is the role of the 

performer? How much should they control and sculpt the theatrical experience, and 

would it not be better to just “swing without thinking?” How could they get to a place 

where they could move and not think, not in a trance but in a way that integrates the 

unconscious into his sense of presence.  Looking back over his long career, Ōno certainly 

seems to have found that state.  As Richard Schechner wrote, “Kazuo Ōno doesn’t 

commute” (TDR citation).  In other words, Ōno does not have to travel anywhere to go to 

work – he is always dancing, and always embodying his investigation.  Though he may 

not have ever “understood Mu” by his own assessment, his pursuit of mental quietness 

and of oneness of body-mind certainly lead him to a deeply resonant ability to evoke the 

sensibilities of his imagination. 

Degrees of Attunement 

Attunement occurs on a continuum that ranges from our pursuit of mastery of 

athletic skill to the understanding of the nature of our being, or enlightenment, in 

meditation. Nagatomo characterizes the range as being defined by “the difference in the 

degree of, and hence also the nature of, the psychophysical integration” (1992, 220).  If 

one is learning to supplant one’s ego, the athlete is the bow as much as the Zen monk in 

meditation is śūnyatā (emptiness).  However, the difference is that the athlete continues 

to desire to shoot the bow well, to excel at a skill.  The monk desires to continue to exist 

in the non-place of śūnyatā, which is not a skill but a state of being. The greatest degree 
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of psychophysical integration “shatter[s] the supposedly valid ground of the life of an ego 

of the person,” and is therefore a “radical transformation” (Nagatomo 1992, 220-21).  

Though in the case of the athlete, there is a greater than everyday degree of 

psychophysical integration – what Nishida calls this “animated state with maximum 

freedom in which there is not the least gap between the will’s demand and its fulfillment” 

(quoted in Yuasa 1987:65), by which the athlete can perfect his or her actions – the object 

body is still intact here, as is the sense of self.  An athlete might use imagery to extend 

ability, for example, imagining the arm as a powerful arc of water shooting from a hose, 

in order to throw a ball further.  However, the fundamental structure of one’s being 

remains the same.  Once the action is complete, one’s imagination of the water hose arm 

returns to a normal arm.  In meditation, Nagatomo contends “there is a significant change 

in the concept of the body image,” such that “the body image which the self synthesizes 

is no longer bound by this physical delineation” (1992, 240-41).  He notes that this state 

is brought about in part by closing off the external sensory apparatus as is done in 

meditation, or the practice of “just sitting,” and tuning in to the “felt inner resonance.” 

Hijikata’s butō practice sits somewhere in between these two ends of the 

spectrum, with regard to attunement.  On the one hand, butō uses imagery to extend the 

body’s ability, however the emphasis is not on the accomplishment of a physical skill but 

rather on the extension of one’s own body.  There is no arc that one is traveling “in order 

to,” but rather the arc (or process of transformation) is the goal.  Further, the butō dancer 

aims to maintain this extension or transformation for an extended period of time.  

Through engagement with imagery as a tool of transformation, the butō dancer not only 

extends one’s boundaries but also shatters one’s ego-self.  At the same time, Hijikata’s 
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butō practice did not aim for enlightenment, or even an understanding of the nature of our 

true being, per se.  The philosophical and political reasons for this aside (I discussed 

Hijikata’s intentions with regard to this in Chapter Two), it is possible to analyze the 

practical aspects of Hijikata’s butō method to see how it differs from the goals and 

experiences of meditation.   

Meditation is the process of quieting the body-mind, which is a common 

experience to the athlete, the butō dancer, and to the spiritual seeker.  Concentration is the 

foundation of meditation practice, by which one learns to train one’s thoughts and actions 

through the breath or a specific kata (a set of movements, as in sports, martial arts, or 

dance).  Pandit Rajmani Tigunait, the spiritual leader of the Himalayan Institute in the 

yogic tradition, suggests, “if your mind remains concentrated for at least twelve breaths, 

you have achieved a state of meditation” (Tigunait 2011, 40).  And when “your mind 

becomes completely absorbed” in your object of meditation, (be it the breath, an image, 

an athletic feat, etc.), this state is considered to be samahdi, or spiritual absorption (ibid.).  

It may last for ten seconds, two minutes, or much longer as one continues to practice the 

steps of concentration, meditation, and samadhi.  This is a cyclical, cumulative practice, 

says Tigunait, and even though distraction is inevitable, “if you have been practicing for a 

long time it does not take long to get back to a heightened state” (2011, 41).  

Samadhi is not enlightenment, however it is one of the necessary stages toward 

enlightenment.  Buddhist scholar Donald Swearer writes, “Buddhist meditation 

progresses from samadhi to jhâna, or from concentration and one-pointedness to the 

gradual expansion of the consciousness to hithertofore unexperienced dimensions” (1973, 

443).  According to Swearer, the first stage of jhâna is through non-attachment (viveka in 
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sanskrit, akin to muju in Japanese, or non-abiding)42 and “dwelling in a state of 

emptiness” (śūnyatā in Sanskrit, akin to mu in Japanese, or nothingness) (444). 

Considering again the case of concentration for the purpose of mastering athletic skill, it 

is safe to say that most athletes are not working with these elements of non-attachment 

and emptiness. They are indeed attached to an outcome, and have a clear goal in mind.  

Butō dancers, on the other hand, most certainly are employing non-attachment as a 

strategy for letting the image arise of its own accord and “dance the dancer” rather than 

consciously manipulating the image in service of a predetermined expression.  Moreover, 

butō dancers dwell in a state of emptiness so that they might become an empty vessel 

through which images arise and flow.  The possibility body discussed in the beginning of 

this chapter is intimately familiar with the jhâna state of consciousness. Says Swearer, 

“one who passes through the jhânas transcends an ordinary involvement in the 

phenomenal world” (447), which is indeed the case with the butō dancer who cultivates 

an extra-ordinary engagement with the phenomenal world.   

Through further practices of dispelling ignorance, one moves beyond jhânas and 

beyond “mere sensory reality” to “final liberation” (Swearer 1973, 445), vimutti in 

Sanskrit, akin to sartori in Japanese, or recognition of one’s true nature.  It is at this point 

in the path where Hijikata’s butō dance diverges from the goals of meditation.  As long as 

the body is moving, or even “moved” as in the case of butō, one is still engaged in 

sensory reality.  It is true that this engagement is ideally a detached, non-abiding 

                                                

42 Buddhism was initiated in India, traveled through China and developed into Daoism, and then came to 
Japan where there are a wide variety of sects, including Madhyamika (the original form in Japan) and Zen 
(source).  The key concepts were translated and also somewhat changed.  For this reason, I note that the 
terms are “akin” but not exact translations. 
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engagement, but it is an engagement with sensory information nonetheless.  And though 

the butō dancers’ consciousness is dispersed, “seeing” from the positionless position, the 

goal is toward the performing body-mind, not the liberated body-mind.  I would argue 

that there is an element of liberation in freeing oneself from the confines of daily reality, 

however the liberation to which a spiritual practice of meditation aims is a complete 

liberation from the “world of suffering” and transcendence of all form.  Hijikata’s butō 

specifically engaged the world of suffering as an artistic investigation and political 

statement, and sought to highlight the many facets, both beautiful and ugly, that this 

world contains.  Hijikata said, “In order to obliterate the roots of evil, we must resurrect 

evil from the inner impulses of humans.  Therefore, I intend to state intently at the evil 

and sex that are the essences of humans” (quoted in Nishi 1960, 62-63).  His desire as an 

artist was to reveal the beauty of the complexity of humanity, which he felt had been lost.  

He felt, “sex is the root of human formation.  It is the pigment of energy.  This has been 

greatly distorted by society” (quoted in Nishi 1960, 65).  His goals were liberatory, 

though distinct from liberation in meditation. 

Nonetheless, contrasting butō method with self-cultivation practices in Buddhist 

meditation is useful in analyzing Hijikata’s methods and discussing the process of tuning 

the body-mind.  Further, this comparison gives butō practice a context with other East 

Asian methods of self-cultivation, and provides a language for discussing the 

transformation of psychophysical processes.  
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The De/Reconstructed Body-Mind 

The end result of cultivation in butō is a de-centered perspective, with a new 

relationship to the everyday.  Frame Ten of the Bull Herding pictures reveals the boy 

returning from enlightenment to the world of form, able to grasp the original self and the 

totality of being when an intentional glance is cast to do so, within the everyday 

experience of self.    This series of images can also be read as a representation of the 

cyclical transformations of consciousness, whereby one becomes aware of previously 

“dark” layers of consciousness (to use Yuasa’s term).  Relating this to Hijikata’s butō 

methodology, Frame Ten represents the expanded notion of self, “seen” from new 

perspectives and inhabiting the time-space signatures of images, distinct from everyday 

time and space.  If not an embodiment of a holistic perspective within the everyday, at the 

very least, one who cultivates increasingly expanded consciousness will experience 

“multiplicity” within everyday reality. That is to say, the way of transforming the body-

mind with images in butō dance brings one to experience oneself beyond the boundaries 

of physical form.  The caption from Frame Ten reads, “the beauty of my garden is 

invisible” (Senzaki and Reps, 186).  The butō dancer’s task is to make this “garden” 

become “visible,” not just with everyday sight, but with a heightened ability to discern an 

invigorating activity of ki energy that animates an object to be seen. This heightened 

ability is generated by the performer’s engagement with the image, and transmitted from 

performer to audience energetically.   



 167 

Consider the following images in Figure 4.4, drawn by butō dancer Haruko 

Nishimura43 of Seattle-based Degenerate Art Ensemble during a workshop we took 

together, in which she depicts her body-mind changing through engagement with her 

imagined atmosphere or constitution: 

1.    2.  

3.   4.  

Figure 4.4 
Workshop Images of the De/Reconstructed Body-Mind 

Images drawn by Haruko Nishimura during Seki Minako workshop, Berlin 2003.   

 
In the first, she senses wind blowing underneath her feet, buoying the cloth the 

stands on and altering her relationship to stability.  In the second, she imagines a boiling 

tea kettle in the center of her body, blowing steam out of holes in her trunk and causing 

her arm – which has turned to silk cloth – to billow and float. In the third, her body is 

made of drawers and one by one they are pulled out, disrupting her vertical axis.  In the 

fourth drawing, her body has transformed completely into a “broom girl,” and she glides 

through the space.  In each case, her experience of the image drives her movement.   

                                                

43 In this case, I am listing Haruko Nishimura’s name using American conventions because she is 
an American citizen based in Seattle, even though she is of Japanese origin. 
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Again, butō dancers practice “no-thought” with the images; they learn to embody 

and explore the lived experience of the images from the inside, without thought, 

judgment, or meaning making. Instead, they allow the image to permeate their being, and 

particularly the subtle body.  The process of reflecting on the experience, through 

journaling or drawing in this case, is intended to provide more image information with 

which to deepen the experience.  A beginning dancer might need to focus on more 

practical aspects of an image; for example, if the image is boiling water, one might focus 

first on what it feels like to be watery and absolutely fluid, and one might zoom in to the 

level of molecules and explore roundness in minute detail.  Then one could increase the 

intensity of the movement, imagine the water heating up and the molecules moving 

faster, and also sense the transformation from boiling water to steam.  Even though the 

dancer may be starting from the point of Yuasa’s first three circuits – which are more 

accessible in daily life, he or she is still paying attention to the effect of these movements 

on the subtle body, as this is where the image will affect the unconscious self.  Noticing 

subtle shifts in energy and atmosphere are key to cultivating presence and going deeper 

into the experience.  Adapting and evolving with each passing moment creates the 

performance.  Thus, one begins to “see” from the perspective of the image, and of the 

atmosphere. 

These are all simple one-image explorations intended to deepen a sensibility, so 

that it can be readily accessed later in choreography. Ōno Kazuo recounts a similar such 

exercise with Hijikata, used for making the expression “thicker.”  Extended 

improvisation with a particular image lays tracks in the sense memory, so one can more 

quickly and fully inhabit it the moment each time one returns to it. Writes Ōno, “This 
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rehearsal was meant for exploring and polishing our dance movement. We investigated 

the movement with adding conditions into a simple repeating movement in order to make 

[a] solid expression, to make it thicker” (Ōno June 19).   

His comments speak to a debate within the butō community about improvisation 

or choreography as the primary modality of butō. Particularly in the American butō 

community, many dancers and students identify with improvisation as their movement 

development process. This was certainly my experience with the butō training in the first 

few years, and I remember being confused initially by Murobushi’s workshops, which 

were more of a follow-the-leader exercise through many birds, tin men, wooden puppets, 

and other characters.  Having been taught by my first teachers that the dancer’s internal 

experience mattered more than anything the audience read from the dance, I initially 

resisted learning these characters from Murobushi and butō-fu from Waguri.  However, 

after working with Waguri in an intense ten-day workshop, I was able to recognize the 

possibility that choreography still includes the potential for improvisation, depending 

upon one’s approach.  However, this is a deep-seated debate among contemporary butō 

practitioners, and an issue that cannot be taken up here, but I argue demands a closer 

look.   

In his 1999 book Body of Revolt, butō scholar Stephen Barber frames the 

choreography/improvisation debate as dichotomous, with Ōno advocating improvisation 

and Hijikata staunchly supporting choreographed gesture and movement.  Nakajima 

Natsu, a student of both Ōno and Hijikata, clarifies their differences as related to their 

distinct approaches to teaching methods, and not their overall dance method: “We can’t 

teach everything…Ōno taught only improvisation, forget[ing] about how to show it, and 
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Hijikata taught us only how to show it.  They taught us only one-way ticket, not [round-

trip] ticket.  It’s important, if the teacher taught everything, the student will collapse” 

(2010).  Nevertheless, she notes that Hijikata demanded the immediacy of experience: 

“from external we had to learn internal.”  Waguri Yukio, the main male dancer at 

Hijikata’s studio from 1972 to 1978, concurs with Nakajima, arguing that “improvisation 

is experience.  So what kind of experience [is the dancer having] in the choreography? 

It’s not separate” (2010). Although he may have performed Hijikata’s butō-fu countless 

times, Waguri holds that each time is a new experience for him.  I asked him about a 

well-known butō-fu image of one ant crawling up the back of one’s leg, wondering how, 

if he has performed this exact image countless times, he can find anything new to play 

with in it.  He holds that each time is a discrete experience, and that he has to be fully in 

it to really be doing the choreography.  For Waguri, choreography in the form of butō-fu 

notation is simply a short hand for the experience.  Some experiences have no words, “so 

no words is maybe just surprised [haaaaahh! He breathes and holds breath] – maybe no 

words…So it’s my ideal, when I, during dance, every time I want to be surprised, I don’t 

want to be show[n] or explain to audience too much.  It’s just my experience.” For him, 

improvisation within choreography is the constant search for pure experience. 

Hijikata attempted to reconstruct reality to reveal to his audiences the vivid 

imagery he experienced.  His choreographies and characters de-constructed and 

discombobulated the familiar in order to highlight some quality he wanted to emphasize, 

most often something he felt had been ignored or suppressed by the constrictions of 

society and everyday reality.  I relate it to Frame Ten in the Bull Herding pictures, 

because he chose to use this very body as the site of his transformations. In other words, 
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his work was not meant to induce trance whereby the dancers or the audience would 

remain in a transcendent dimension.  Instead, he made his artistic statement “using the 

splendid material of the body” (quoted in Nishi 1960, 62), casting the body (and body-

mind) in new light within everyday reality. 

In the introduction to this chapter, I described self-cultivation as a process by 

which one brings the body and mind into balance.  As depicted in the Bull Herding 

pictures, one searches for this harmonious state through some sort of dedicated, 

consistent practice (in this case meditation).  The key here is having a practice, because 

only through repeated engagement can we notice change.  Some dancers, such as ballet or 

Nō theater performers, practice the same physical actions (referred to in Japanese 

practices as kata) for many years before they reach a “perfect freedom,” when the 

movement flows naturally and is simply an expression of one’s deepest being.  

Improvisation and new movement invention can also be a practice, though in this case the 

kata are not specific movements but rather the skills of listening, hearing the beats of an 

improvisation and capitalizing on timing, sensing one’s performance partners and 

anticipating their actions, and being able to sense the architecture of the space from the 

audience’s perspective even though one is within the stage picture.  Images can be 

considered a kata as well, according to Nagatomo.  If one repeatedly engages with the 

same image, one’s experience and embodiment of the subtleties of that image deepens.  

Tamano Hiroko described the difference between a novice butō student and an 

experienced, long-time member of her company such as Hayashi Kinji as “how much 

[he] has developed the space” (2010), meaning the atmosphere or landscape of the image.  

An experienced performer who has cultivated an image as a kata, through repeated 
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practice, has developed what Tamano calls “depth of the body,” or the ability to fully 

inhabit the image with every aspect of his or her actions.  A mature artist working in this 

manner would also have a greater capacity for imagination and a fluid ability to embody 

a wide variety of states.  Moreover, the mature dancer can navigate a greater deal of 

complexity, paying attention to a multitude of images as well as attuning to the entire 

space, including the audience. The distinction between mature performers and novices, 

then, is one of degrees of sensitivity and subtlety, which develops at different paces for 

every performer.   

While this ability to manage complexity is common to many performers who have 

reached mastery of their skills, the intentional overload of a multitude of conflicting 

images is unique to butō.  Even Stanislavski’s work, which requires actors to engage a 

wide variety of images at once, is aiming for cohesion of the character’s experience. 

Some elements of discord may generate intrigue in an otherwise identifiable human 

experience.  Hijikata, however, purposefully transformed “human” beyond recognition 

with a plethora of images and directions that disrupted habitual human behavior and 

created.   

Conclusion 

Hijikata said the butō dancer must be “kidnapped, killed, and reincarnated” 

(quoted in Mikami 1997, 88).  I have reframed that as disoriented, saturated, and re/de-

constructed, to emphasize the changing perspectives and modes of awareness inherent in 

each stage.  If one goes straight to the saturated state without first disorienting the 

normal, daily perspective, this will not be successful because the ego is still present.  Or, 
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if we use Hijikata’s term, killed, the dancer will “act out” the killing as if it were 

personal, as if it were happening to him or her.  The idea in butō is not to telegraph one’s 

personal reaction to something, but rather to be the purest expression possible of the 

image, experienced from the inside of the image rather than the objectifying 

intellectualization of it.  We must first shake loose the comfortable, habitual egocentric 

perspective in order to expand awareness beyond the limits of the self.  The seeming 

contradiction is that we must rely on the sensate experience of the body to reach a deeper 

awareness.  However, Hijikata’s direction to “experience oneself from afar” and interact 

with images with “coolness” serves to keep the ego in check and encourages a 

multivalent view.   

At the same time, the very nature of performance prevents the performer from 

fully disappearing into the experience.  Though engaged in the process of erasing the ego 

and becoming the image, he or she must keep one eye on performance craft.  

Furthermore, “it’s impossible to become animal [or any other image],” says Waguri, “but 

we have to try…this is the most interesting for creating” (2011).  Through this striving 

for the impossible, the performer learns to deepen his or her embodiment of the 

imagination.  This is the fundamental lesson that I suggest taking forward from butō and 

applying to other performance training methods.  One example would be using butō 

methods to help actors working in Stanislavski’s method to develop the realistic 

sensitivities needed for the embodiment of character. Butō methods could also be used to 

enhance the effort qualities of more abstract dance.  Several experimental dance forms 

already work with imagery in this way, and yet I wonder how they might change if they 

employed butō strategies for erasing the ego-self in the embodiment of such images.  
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This is a important tangential question that is not appropriate for the current discussion, 

however in the next chapter I will delve into some of the ways in which I have worked 

with the butō methods discussed here.  My hope is that this is an open-ended dialog, and 

others will pick up the threads and make connections to their own areas of expertise. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

EMBODIED EXPERIENCES 

Introduction 

Reflecting back over the past decade of investigating butō as a dancer, performer, 

choreographer, and teacher, I can now see the cumulative effects it has had on me 

physically and perceptually.  Through interrogating my most significant memories over 

the years, certain themes surrounding the ideas, concepts, and issues I have grappled with 

emerge as important steps in my own learning.  I present key themes here as a personal 

pathway that I hope might offer further insight into the possible practices and potential 

applications of Hijikata’s butō philosophy and methodology for other contemporary 

students and artists. 

These themes are crisscrossed by my comingled roles as student, dancer, and 

teacher, as each of these different skill sets and perspectives developed concurrently for 

me with butō.  When I started performing and studying simultaneously in 2000, and 

already in 2001 I was working with another contemporary dancer in the company to 

integrate butō methods into our contemporary dance classes.  I had been teaching yoga, 

contemporary dance, and Contact Improvisation already for four years when I first began 

butō, so I had a teacher’s mindset as a student; I looked for stages of learning, took 

responsibility for my own development, and knew how to ask for specific feedback that 

would help me progress.  I was also already a seasoned performer and experienced 
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choreographer, and as such I had a developed sense of movement generation and 

sequencing, and knew how to manipulate stage space and atmosphere.  Nonetheless, I 

have continued to be a student throughout my engagement with butō, regularly taking 

intensive workshops with butō masters, sometimes alongside my own students.  As a 

teacher, I consider myself to be only the most experienced student in the room, and we 

are all learning together.  So these are very fluid roles for me, particularly as relates to 

butō dance.  With that said, the three roles of teacher, student, and performer are indeed 

different.  As the teacher I make it my responsibility to present material in a way that 

facilitates sequential development.  I track my students’ progress and offer feedback, 

which I do not typically do with fellow performers.  And when I am choreographing, 

another role still, I expect performers to absorb information and materials more quickly 

and I am more specific in directing the outcomes of their experiments.  However, as with 

designing exercises for class I never fully set choreography, so that I leave performers the 

freedom to experience the moment and respond.  

Comparing my training, teaching, and creating techniques from ten years ago with 

those I use today, I can very clearly see that my dancing body and movement preferences 

have changed. For example, I find I have more access to and inclination toward contorted 

postures, and a much more solid sense of balance in extreme positions.  However, when I 

first began studying with Koga and he instructed us to shrink into a tiny ball, standing flat 

on our feet and hugging our knees, I laughed.  I had him stand next to me while we both 

bent our knees, to show him that his Achilles tendons were much longer than mine, 

allowing him more mobility.  Over time, though, through simply trying to stay in this 

posture without falling over, I was eventually able to maintain it.  I eventually even made 
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a ten-minute piece almost entirely in this posture, hopping around as a baby bird trying to 

fly.  I finally felt successful with this tiny-balled creature when a colleague commented 

that while watching me trying to fly and falling time and again, he actually felt the 

determination of a baby bird rather than the frustration he would expected to see from the 

human performance of that action.  My own psychophysical limitations had been 

extended through interaction with this character over time.   

Embedded in that experience are questions of how and what to warm up in butō, 

the hurdle and definition of technique, an ability to change the perspective of one’s own 

body, and becoming truly saturated with an image investigation.  How does one approach 

dance if not through some codified technique?  What is the technique of non-technique?  

And further, on what does one remain focused as one trains in butō, if the goal is to 

eventually forget the training?  Only through the benefit of this reflective research do I 

have some answers to these questions. 

A First Hurdle - Idiosyncratic Teaching Methods 

As an educator teaching butō workshops and master classes for professional and 

non-professional adults and teens, I present material within its context as much as 

possible.  I make an express point of citing which artist taught me what material, so that 

students can begin to understand the variety of approaches.  Further, I encourage them to 

experiment with the tools I offer them, so that they explore new applications of the 

material for their own means and performance methods.  As a fourth generation student 

of butō, I honor the history and lineage but am not invested in any particular lineage.  My 

interest is in taking butō methods forward into new forms of expression. This goal is both 
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helped and hindered by the reality that there is no one butō technique or set of exercises; 

instead, there are countless pathways into a single experience. 

The fact that most butō training is centered in festivals or workshop presentations 

instead of schools keeps the methodologies idiosyncratic, resisting codification. Like so 

many American butō students who receive piecemeal education with itinerate butō 

masters, I often found myself confused by the wide variety of approaches to butō dance 

with each new course of study. Further complicating this is the fact that very few students 

in my generation are willing or able to simply commit to a master and follow them 

unconditionally, so instead we are students with several masters, some of whom have 

competing methodologies.  For example, I have heard many butō teachers dismiss each 

others’ interpretation of butō methods, such as those who frown upon Waguri’s 

adherence to teaching Hijikata’s butō-fu as a means of imparting butō techniques, and yet 

in my own experience his classes forced me to be a more precise butō performer than 

most others.  Other teachers have simply re-named their methods, as in the case of Su-En 

Butō Method, or Sub-body Butō (Rhizome Lee), drawing a circle around their techniques 

and defining a brand.  While I certainly recognize the need of individual butō masters to 

espouse the uniqueness or authenticity of their approach for the purposes of maintaining a 

student base and an artistic career, my present interest is in understanding the tools butō 

offers, and in investigating how I can apply them in different contexts. 

I maintain that there is a common denominator philosophical approach among the 

various methods.  Even in Tanaka Min’s use of farming as dance training practice, I see a 

form of disorientation that forces the dancer to use the body in ways that he or she would 

not ordinarily do in daily life.  With the benefit of hindsight about my own learning 
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process over the past decade, I can now trace connections to Hijikata’s training methods 

as articulated in the previous chapters.  Similar to the descriptions given by Hijikata’s 

direct students, I, too, have experienced the progression of disorientation, saturation, and 

re/deconstruction of my body-mind as I have studied and performed butō-based work. 

Whenever possible, I have tried to decode and shortcut these lessons when I teach and 

choreograph.  I offer some of these experiences here in the hopes that other dancers might 

find resonance with their own process, resulting in a wider dialog about dance, presence, 

and movement-based studies in general.  Additionally, I aim to further articulate my lived 

experience of butō in plain terms, and to offer concrete descriptions of dance training 

itself into butō scholarship.  

Preparation  

The question of how and what to warm up is important to butō training, as it is for 

most performing methods.  Each style or genre has its own pathway dependent upon the 

desired expression.  Preparing the body to move is certainly important, but it is equally 

important to prepare one’s mind to concentrate on any given material.  In music and in 

many dance forms, the performer learns to count complex rhythms and inhabit 

polyrhythms with one’s own body.  In butō, one is generally training to inhabit imaginary 

worlds with a distinct sense of time and space.  There are rhythms, polyrhythms, and 

often arrhythmic time inherent in each image, as well as a shifting sense of scale.  For 

example, in a recent class, Endo Mariko asked the students to send their consciousness to 

the core of the earth.  As I imagined reaching such a depth from my simple standing 

position in the dance studio, I could feel heat throughout my body, I could sense a deep 
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gaping space below me, and I saw myself from far away as if I were standing on the 

round edge of a globe and had a hollow black tunnel emanating though the brown earth 

underneath me all the way to the center of the orb.  At first I just felt the warmth under 

my feet, and then a slight depression in the floor below me where my tunnel began.  As I 

zoomed out to the bird’s eye view, the tunnel grew with increasing speed, and then 

abruptly stopped in a cavernous core.  With one relatively simple consciousness exercise 

I had slowed my breathing, I had transformed space in my own perception (and I surmise 

in the teacher’s perception as well because she confirmed that we were doing well), and I 

felt warm and ready to move.  However, I doubt I could have achieved this degree of 

engagement or energy had it been my first butō class.  I think training needs to progress 

incrementally with good reason: to prevent injury and more importantly, to create re-

traceable pathways toward time/space altering experiences.  It is certainly valuable if I 

can guide a student to have a transformative experience through an image exercise, 

however as the student progresses in their ability he or she needs to be able to invoke the 

transformative experience on his or her own.  It is as Murobushi says, one has one’s 

body-mind and one’s control.  Through one’s conscious control, one must trick the body-

mind into sub- and unconscious processes (2010), or as Nagatomo describes the ideal 

state as “controlled spontaneity” (2010).  Over time, one is able to navigate the unknown 

with a sense of freedom. 

This is more easily said than done.  How does one work through conscious 

processes in order to reach the unconscious?  Often when a student is first learning there 

is very little understanding of what one is doing.  For example, Waguri describes 

practicing nothing but Maya – a slow walking exercise in which the knees are bent as in 
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suriashi and the legs cycle slowly in a reverse bicycling motion, and the arms are bent but 

extended as if they pierce the chest forward and backward, while keeping the torso facing 

forward – for three solid months under Hijikata’s direction.  I have practiced this for only 

twenty minutes at a time, and been incredibly sore from maintaining this posture (and 

also from Waguri yanking my back arm into position and pressing my hand more open).  

I can completely understand why Waguri wanted to quit training when he was a young 

student of Hijikata.  However, once, I had a fleeting sensation of being a radiant 

Indonesian goddess walking on a lotus flower, and I understood the intention of the 

exercise.  The posture, or the conscious form, was a means to access an unconscious 

state.  Even though it quickly shifted back into being painful, I had a glimpse of how 

beautiful and transcendent it could become and was encouraged to continue with my 

efforts.   

Due to these sorts of realizations, over the years, my warm up has changed.  

When I first began and was rehearsing for Cockroach, I would exhaust myself with 

acrobatic contemporary dance, flipping and rolling around, and constantly changing my 

orientation in space.  My warm ups now are much more concentrated and simple: I often 

just jump up and down in a straight line, trying to sense the hanging body described in 

Noguchi gymnastics.  An image for this that I have internalized from Seki is that the 

dancer is a teabag being dipped in hot water; an imaginary hand above is in control, 

helping to create the sensation of the body that is danced.  And rather than traveling 

through space vigorously to sense the edges of my kinesphere as I did with contemporary 

dance technique, I frequently work with an image, such as wind or water, on a small scale 

and gradually increase the intensity, beginning with small movements and then letting 
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them grow more wild and unpredictable. I can build up a great deal of heat in my body 

with a simple walk with this kind of awareness, and my mind becomes quiet from the 

sheer effort of keeping track of the image as it transforms.  Some images are more 

difficult for me to embody than others, but as Waguri said in a workshop, “good” dance 

is not when “I could do well,” but rather, “I was alive here” (2010).   

As a means of waking up awareness, it is quite effective to concentrate on 

multiple images at once, as in the suriashi walk; the images include a bowl of water on 

the head, buckets in the hands, raw eggs under the armpits, piece of paper between the 

knees, eyes hanging as mirror balls, rope around the waist pulling you forward and back 

at the same time, using sliding steps to move a kimono or robe out of the way. My goal in 

these image exploration warm ups is to focus my attention, and simultaneously expand 

my awareness of space and the intensity of my presence. 

After years of studying and teaching a wide variety of exercises I have learned 

from several butō masters, I will echo Koga’s comment that while “becoming nothing” is 

certainly the goal, concentration is the quintessential first step.  Without concentration, no 

amount of imagery will engender transformation.  With it, the possibilities are limitless.  

When I see students cease fidgeting with their hair and clothes, and no longer looking 

around the room to gauge what others are doing, I can tell that they are focusing their 

minds on the task at hand.  As students become more advanced, however, they require 

greater levels of complexity in order to focus.  Koga and I have joked that we can look 

like we are concentrating on wind while thinking about a lighting plot, or something 

more mundane.  The answer to such a situation might be to add more images, as in 

suriashi, or to go deeper into the sensational aspects of wind, such as, what is the 
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temperature of the wind? Are there particles of matter swirling in the wind? What is the 

wind hitting, a billowing fabric or a weathered rock?  The more details to the experience, 

the less the mind can wander and the richer the overall experience and expression.   

Beyond concentration, students need to be encouraged to inhabit something completely 

unfamiliar without inhibition.  The more pre-conceived ideas a student has about an 

image, the more likely they will produce a facsimile rather than a genuine experience.  

For this reason, it makes sense that Nakajima talked about her novice student “eating 

everything like a baby” and the transformation in his expression being noticeable.  At the 

same time, she comments that she cannot produce a show with only this dancer; people 

paying money for a performance expect to see a certain degree of craft.  Striking this 

delicate balance between rawness and skill can prove to be a delicate operation, and a 

question to which experienced performers must return repeatedly in their preparations for 

performance.        

Beginning at the Beginning: the Different Challenges Of Working With Both  
Trained And Non-Trained Performers 

 
Butō workshops and classes attract students with incredibly diverse backgrounds.  

In my last nine-week class series, I had two professional and one amateur dancer, one 

professional musician, two visual art students, and a computer programmer who takes 

various performance classes including mine and trapeze.  With such a wide range of 

experience, I find that I have to be very flexible in my class planning to address all of the 

issues that arise.  I also have to give highly personalized feedback to each student to push 

him or her forward given each student’s individual growth. 
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Teaching trained performers has its unique challenges.  In my own experience, 

when I first came to butō my body had its habit patterns from 25 years of dance training 

that I felt comfortable doing, and it was difficult to break out of those well grooved 

pathways.  Further, my dance training had been oriented toward copying shape and 

dynamics, so I found myself following a similar pathway with my teachers rather than 

focusing exclusively on my own internal experience of a given image. Now I see 

sedimented dance training quickly in students – often ways they move their limbs in 

space on repeated patterns – and try to trick them out of it with counter-intuitive Noguchi 

gymnastic exercises, or encourage them to subvert themselves as soon as they sense a 

familiar configuration.   These students often need to be reminded repeatedly not to be 

concerned with external form until they experience the image from inside.  It is difficult 

for skilled dancers to reconcile that there is not a correct way to execute an image. 

Teaching untrained students brings another set of challenges.  In the case 

Nakajima mentioned of her novice student, she described him as pliable, and picking up 

new material very quickly.  Not all beginners are so supple, though.  I have taught many 

beginning students who have no feeling for their feet and legs, and no ability to let go of 

their personalities or habitual gestures.  At the very least, a beginning student needs to 

understand the concept of center so their movement has a clear sense of grounding and 

initiation.  They also need to develop an articulate body all over, not just the front body 

and particularly the hands and face that they use in everyday expression.  If a student has 

poor coordination, they must first train that if they are to be able to express anything.  

Therefore I think it is important for novice students to adopt some movement-based 

practice in order to develop awareness and articulation of their performing self.  While 
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they may have a rawness to their expression that is closer to butō’s objective, it may take 

years of training until they are able to control that expression. 

Noguchi gymnastics have proven to be effective for improving articulation in 

novice students and also for breaking down the patterns of skilled dancers. Noguchi is a 

practice much like yoga that one can return to as a daily barometer and a continual source 

of learning.  The exercises can range from very simple to nearly impossible.  The basic 

movement patterns teach practitioners to isolate a single point, connect those points in an 

infinite number of imaginary lines within the body (some anatomical, some more 

arbitrary), touch the many points in a curved line, and trace figure eight patterns almost 

anywhere in the body.  The underlying principle is that the body is a “water bag,” and 

therefore extremely malleable.  Through relaxation of tension, we can access greater 

flexibility and agility.  With extended practice, I have seen several of my novice students 

develop new awareness and sensitivity, and consistently all of my students display a 

greater sense of ease in their movement.    

I, too, have benefitted from consistent Noguchi training.  The exercises taught me 

how to employ imagery to surpass perceived physical limitations.  Such exercises 

expanded my confidence when following imagery, giving me the confidence to truly 

follow the imagery and trust that my body had developed the intelligence to safely 

maneuver around the edges of my ability.  For example, in one exercise with Seki, we 

were to push our torso up from a deep, seated backbend (full virasana, reclining warrior 

pose in yoga) as if a powerful wave or gust of wind had lifted us up to a seated posture.  

Having had years of sacro-iliac joint issues, I often need a great deal of preparation to be 

able to do backbending, which I did not have in this instance.  I was determined to do the 
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exercise but kept pinching my lower back every time I muscled my way up to sit.  

Finally, exasperated, I decided to add the image of a giant hand grapping me by the shirt 

and pulling me up.  It worked.  I felt no twinge.  Excited, I tried a similar tactic with 

another nearly impossible feat.  I inserted an imaginary fishhook into the side of my 

cheek, and was able to sequence up sideways from a one-legged squat, with one leg 

extended to the side position (tipping away from the folded leg as it became the standing 

leg).  I tried this with several other impossible exercises with less success; I still cannot 

stand on my hands for any length of time, despite thinking of my hands as flippers and 

my feet attached to strings, although once in a while I am able to stay for a few seconds 

longer than usual.  Much like Waguri’s Maya exercise, a small glimpse of transcendent 

ease is enough to spur future practice.  

As I eventually learned, being a good butō dancer is not about being in control, 

nor is it about complete abandon, but rather staying present within an experience.  I had 

to learn this lesson many times in my own process.  For example, I am naturally a risk-

taker, so I was surprised in an early butō experience to be so disquieted in a blindfolded 

walk exercise that Su-En directed.  I had done similar guided blindfolded exercises in 

Contact Improvisation classes, where the seeing partner walks, trots, and eventually runs 

while guiding the blindfolded partner to increase their speed.  I had thoroughly enjoyed 

this exercise in the past, even though I had run into the occasional other dancer, or 

stumbled as I ran. But I generally found it a freeing experience.  In this case, however, 

Su-En instructed us to lead our partners outside onto a multi-level decaying playground 

in our bare feet.  (She reportedly does a similar exercise at her farm in Sweden, with the 

blindfolded partner being led to run in the forest.)  I remember trying to keep a sense of 
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bearings and be comfortable, and the impossibility of this task.  The ground kept 

changing constantly and the crumbling concrete steps were particularly disconcerting.  I 

had a very hard time relaxing into the experience, and became frustrated with my partner 

and angry with the teacher.  Were I to repeat this exercise today, I would probably have 

the same difficulty trying to relax into the experience, however I would most likely find 

that to be a productive discomfort and use the situation to investigate the limits of my 

own habitual perception and interaction with the world. 

Changing The Perspective Of One’s Own Body 

Changing the perspective of one’s own body is key to butō technique.  As 

Hijikata told Waguri, when one’s arm no longer appears to be one’s arm, then we have 

begun to study butō (2010).  Both Tamano Hiroko and Seki taught me to begin 

splintering my sense of self by observing myself in triplicate, as a tiny “me” far away on 

the horizon in front of me, and an enormous “me” as a shadow in the distance behind me. 

Other images I use frequently are melting into the big sky and dusty desert road in Utah 

or Nevada, or the vacuous space and bright stars of the cosmos, or me as a Godzilla 

monster stomping on a tiny city.  Any image could work, as long as it somehow changes 

the perspective from normal daily life. 

Prosthetics and binding can provide a body-mind altering experience.  In 

Cockroach, Koga had us hold eight-foot bamboo switches in our mouths, which we 

whipped around as sensors.  We also held bamboo poles in our hands that we used as 

walking sticks for our front legs.  I had a very clear sense of my cockroach body with 

these additional appendages.  My center of gravity changed, and was more easily able to 
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let go of my human sensibilities. In Cockroach we also performed with blindfolds that we 

could slightly see through, sniffing our way after a piece of cake that Nishimura paraded 

through the space.  These kinds of experiments with body manipulations are valuable 

both for their theatrical and experiential effect.  The dancer is immediately taken outside 

of his or her normal experience of the body-mind by these limitations or enhancements 

and forced to inhabit a new sense of self. Such devices are often useful shortcuts for 

learning how to become something outside of one’s normal sense of reality. 

Hijikata often affected a change in everyday perspective through extreme 

performance experiments, like the aforementioned three-month Maya training, or 

Ashikawa’s extended chicken explorations.  The tradition of extreme physicality and 

durational experiments seems to have survived the generations  – Sankai Juku perform 

their infamous hanging upside down from skyscrapers, or Eikō and Koma in their ten-

hour “sleeping” installations are two examples. I have participated in some intensive 

investigations, two of which involved hanging on a wall in Caveartspace in Brooklyn. 

While extremely difficult, these experiences created a strong sense of altered time and 

space for me, and were also incredibly valuable lessons in learning how to affect a 

perspectival shift.  In both cases, I was pushed to a limit of physical and psychological 

discomfort, and beyond that edge I found a new experience that I did not know was 

available to me previously.  The first was in the choreography of Juan Merchan, Ilo 

Temporale, in which five dancers were attached to the wall in full body harnesses.  Our 

skin and hair were caked in clay, and we wore tattered gowns.  We hung on a hook in the 

center of an abstract painting by Naoki.  Our instructions were to be completely still for 

the thirty minutes while the audience filtered in; we were given the image of mummies in 
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a tomb to inform our stillness.  Then, as the music began, we slowly woke up and went 

through an elongated twenty-minute process of pulling our internal organs out of our 

mouths, twisting and contorting our bodies as we pulled in slow motion, and then 

returned to mummification on the wall.  After only ten minutes of hanging in stillness, 

the harness started to cut into my legs, causing them to go numb.  Without moving my 

external form, I tried to move my nerves on a minute level to keep sensation and energy 

flowing. I had to resist the temptation to move dramatically when the music began, and 

instead go through the transformation from sleep to waking gradually.  I remember seeing 

white swirls slowly pouring out in front of me, delicately hovering in the air above the 

audience.  At the end of the performance when we all pulled our innards back into our 

bodies, I felt my interior in much greater detail.  The intensity of the experience forced 

me to engage with tiny details of the imagination, as a way of moving beyond the sheer 

discomfort of the positioning. 

Similarly, in my own choreography for Hatchlings, I hung three dancers (myself 

included) in stretchy silk sacs on the same wall.  We had asked for the audience to be 

held until just a few minutes before curtain, but as it turned out the performance was 

delayed and we ended up hanging inside the sacs for twenty minutes while the audience 

was seated.  The arc of the piece was a ten-minute emergence from a cocoon, which 

ended in the dancers exposed and hanging upside down from the silks.  Choreographing 

from the outside, I could see that the most gradual, disjointed emergence – first a finger, 

then a foot, a little more of the arm, and so on, with the head emerging just in the last 

minute before fully hanging upside down – was the most effective for creating a creature-

like, unsettling image.  Dancing it from inside the cocoon, however, my impulse was to 
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get my head free and get out as quickly as possible.  The piece itself, plus the 

unanticipated twenty-minute wait for the audience, forced me to settle into the different 

mind-state of a gestating caterpillar.  Just as Waguri has said to me so many times, the 

dance has its own time.  In both cases, with Ilo Temporale and Hatchlings, I had to 

confront my discomfort while remaining still in extreme positions (hanging limp while a 

harness cut into my legs, or crushed in a fetal position inside a sac).  Pain, frustration, 

anger, and claustrophobia arose and threatened my stillness.  Somehow these extreme 

sensations pushed me deeper into the experience.  I clung to my breath cycle to calm me 

down, and eventually settled into the time-space of the mummy, and the chrysalis.  As I 

had learned from Murobushi, the simple act of watching the breath also changes it, and 

further, changes one’s awareness.  In this case, it made it possible to remain still and also 

to sink into the experience of the creature I was embodying.     

What Gets Left Out of the Experience: the Difficulty of Becoming Truly Saturated 

 
The experience of becoming completely saturated with an image or state can be 

both exhilarating and terrifying.  Falling in love might be an apt analogy to becoming 

saturated or becoming “other.”  On the one hand, we are set aloft by a force that is 

seemingly greater than our own thought and will, and at the same time, the fear of being 

lost, psychologically-damaged, or otherwise injured, surfaces.  This type of “becoming” 

is literally an experiment with sub- and unconscious states, which is a delicate territory in 

which to tread.  That said, the ability to transform oneself is the currency of performers, 

and butō training offers many opportunities to exercise this skill. 
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When we do allow ourselves to become fully saturated, it is quite a dramatic shift 

from our everyday experience.  For example, suriashi, or even just slow motion walking 

as Kan Katsura teaches, is often the first experience of saturation that many butō students 

encounter.  The simple act of slowing down a walk invites one to become fully absorbed 

in details one might never notice in a daily walk from point A to point B.  Several of my 

students have commented that they felt “all alone” and “very quiet and vast like in the 

cosmos” after practicing suriashi for only twenty minutes.  One student in a recent 

workshop was a mother, and she noted after suriashi that while her attention in daily life 

is divided into hundreds of details about her family, school, work, and future, for these 

twenty minutes she forgot completely about everything else and just concentrated into her 

own existence.  This absorption is a powerful experience, one that we rarely get to 

experience in our everyday lives. 

Observing performers or students from the outside, I see that they are fully 

saturated with the image or experience when I no longer see residue of a personal 

“stamp” on the expression.  As Hijikata told Yoshito, “the flower is already enough,” 

there is no need to put oneself in the expression of the flower as well (2010).  In acting 

terms, one’s personal “stamp” would be equivalent to “commenting” on the action, which 

is a sign that the performer is distancing him or herself from the experience.  As I 

mentioned above, I felt successful with my baby bird dance when my colleague gave me 

the feedback that he did not read a human emotion of frustration in my bird’s repetitive 

wobbling and toppling over, but rather solely saw the instinctual determination of a real 

baby bird in its attempts to fly.   
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In a more challenging and nuanced instance of this kind of absorption, Koga once 

asked our cockroach trio to scream with our whole bodies without adding our own human 

emotional response to screaming. I remember being incredibly perplexed at this task. I 

asked him to demonstrate for us, which he reluctantly did, but all my untrained eye at that 

point could observe was his mouth wide open and his head thrown back as he crouched in 

a tiny ball.  I copied this action and did not understand why he was unsatisfied. One of 

the dancers spent the afternoon in the barn studio at Schloss Broellin belting out blood-

curdling howls to find the essence of “scream.”   While this psychological experiment 

would have unnerved me, it was certainly one inroad into the experience.  Years later, I 

could relate this to similar exercises such as “the whole body smiling,” which was of 

course capped with a smile on the face much like Koga’s screaming body, but manifested 

the tension, energy, and openness of a smile with every fiber and aspect of one’s being.  

Seki broke the smiling body down into smaller pieces, making it possible to build it 

incrementally.  I remember having gaping grins in the palms of my hands, in the center of 

my chest, on my knees and scapula, and on the soles of my feet.  Gradually the smiling 

faces multiplied and connected, and the sensation spread throughout my body.  By 

building the experience in stages, I was able to remain focused on the sensation rather 

than a mental construct of what the smiling body would be.  The energetic quality and 

muscular tension of smiling permeated my body in a way it could not have done 

otherwise.   

There are many challenges to accomplishing and maintaining a state of complete 

saturation.  A common problem is leaving the legs out of the experience, with the lower 

half of the body instead remaining a stable human foundation.  Related to this is the 
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situation of seemingly embodying an image but then once instructed to travel in space, 

walking with normal, human steps.  Instead, if one is smoke, one must walk as smoke.  If 

one is eaten by maggots, one must step as if the bottom of the feet are also undergoing 

the same transformation.  Any time I see my students put a hand flat on the ground to 

support themselves, I remind them that there are no stable places and everything must be 

consumed with the image.  For this reason, many of my teachers have reiterated to me 

that the space under the feet is often the most important part of a dance, as this can create 

the entire state one is trying to evoke.  To emphasize this, I often compartmentalize an 

image, telling students to forget about their upper body and only experience it in their feet 

or legs.  This usually serves to intensify their overall experience, as their very foundation 

is now affected.  Students often need to be reminded that the eyes and flesh of the face 

are part of the dance as well, and must be free to transform as the image dictates. 

Further condensing an image, Waguri teaches students a rigorous method of 

transformation by percentages.  In a 2011 workshop, he instructed us to transform our 

human bodies in five percent increment until we are completely dissolved into pollen in 

twenty steps.  He refers to the final state as “ecstasy,” saying that we are pollen and the 

air all around us is pollen.  The discipline of increasing the intensity of the image by 

small five percent increments is incredibly difficult.  The first time I tried this I found 

myself delicately on relevé by step five, and then as I struggled to maintain relevé the 

muscles of my legs tightened and became the opposite of dissolved.  Similarly with my 

arms, they floated overhead but then became heavy and again impeded the light sense of 

pollen.  Waguri advised me to keep my arms lower and instead rotate them gradually 

outward until the palms faced forward.  In this position my hands could feel the moist 
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mist of pollen and my shoulders and chest felt light and open.  This movement also 

caused me to raise my face and tip my head back.  As with my arms, I found that there 

was a point at which the head becomes heavy, so it was important to calibrate the 

transformation accordingly.  In a way, this kind of deliberate, almost mathematical 

transformation might seem a bit cold or overly intellectual.  At the same time, though, it 

calls upon one to access true sensation and personal experience in order to find the 

desired state, and then precisely control the expression of that state.   Such a skill is 

valuable for choreographing and can easily be applied to acting techniques, as in Jacques 

LeCoq’s work, which also works with percentages.  A performer playing Willie Loman, 

for example, could incorporate ten percent of a crumbling building image into his or her 

psychophysical state, or Ophelia could be played with increasing gradients of perfumed 

smoke.   

Working with percentages is also useful for creating distance from an image and 

learning to manipulate something without attachment.  As many of the images explored 

in butō can be grotesque and unsettling, attachment can cause confusion.  On more than 

one occasion I have become overly attached with the image or state I was investigating, 

so much so that it lingered for several hours afterward.  This can be amusing, as when 

Endo Mariko and I went to a café after practicing a worm-eaten lady choreography from 

Hijikata’s Nadare Ame butō-fu, and were nearly unable to pick up our beverages.  It can 

also be disturbing, as one can imagine.  After an extended exercise with Seki in which we 

transformed between happy, sad, and angry with increasing speed, I felt quite stuck in 

anger.  Seki’s response was that this was my inexperience, and that as I became more 

adept at transforming I would not have this problem.   In another instance, I was in Seki’s 
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class practicing a “hanging” meditation in which we imagined ourselves rising and falling 

with the breath from the surface of the earth.  This exercise regularly evokes cosmic 

imagery of stars and planets for me.  I usually marvel at the beauty of the cosmic 

landscape, yet on this particular day, it struck me differently.  I wrote in my class notes 

that I felt “the insignificance of it all, the violence of the transience,” and as I carried my 

own little star and saw others, I noticed the stars that were going out, which made me 

incredibly sad.  For the forty minutes or so that we practiced our “hanging walks,” I cried 

as I danced.  By the end of the exercise I felt released from the emotional state but it was 

certainly an intense experience while going through it, and more than once I felt lost.  In 

later discussion Seki commented that sometimes these image meditations can unearth 

strong emotions, some of which might not even be our own, and that by being aware of 

that we can create the proper distance from which to observe the unfolding imagination.   

I found this advice useful years later when choreographing a section of a dance in 

which I asked the dancers to access an excruciatingly beautiful image.  Many sourced 

their images from deeply personal experiences, and then struggled with the emotions that 

arose.  Through much discussion and experimentation, we were able to extract elements 

from each image that resonated with personal experience but were removed enough from 

their full personal narratives to enable them to play with the material.  The result was 

rewarding; each dancer created precisely the state I was looking for from their own 

experience, which would have been difficult to do if I had simply given them an image 

that evoked the quality for me.   

The ability to become saturated through personal resonance with an image 

becomes increasingly important within set work, because the more often we perform 
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something the more we become inured to its effects.  This does not always mean that we 

should access personal history in connection with an image, although this might be 

useful.  However, as Ōno mentioned, we can use improvisation to “thicken” material that 

will later be set, so that there is a bed of experiences to draw from in order to keep the 

image fresh.  In working on my current series of bird pieces, I lead the dancers through 

image journeys in which they break out of a shell, open their wings for the first time, 

learn to walk, struggle to fly, and catch food with a beak.  These exercises inform the 

movements which I eventually choreograph, but they are not the dance itself.  We return 

to these improvisations often, sometimes even as a warm up for the actual show, to 

reconnect with the raw image that guides the choreography.  As a result, the dancers can 

take the exhilarating ride that the images provide, and the movements that I have set in 

space and time on the stage are secondary to that experience.   

A Continuing Exploration 

These examples are just some of the ways in which I have understood, shared, and 

applied my encounters with butō.  As I continue to study and experiment in teaching and 

through my own work, the relevance of butō methods continues to expand. Beyond the 

dissertation, my research plan is to more closely examine the application of these 

methods to actor training, and explore the dialog that emerges about body-based 

performance training techniques in general.  As an increasing number of actor training 

programs incorporate Asian theater techniques and physical practices – such as Tai Chi, 

Yoga, Nō Theater, Suzuki Method, Kalarippayattu, and others – I am interested in the 

discussion about how such kata (movement sequences or forms) effect the performer’s 
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psychophysical being, and what role these forms play in deepening the performer’s 

presence on stage.  Further, how have these combinations of Western and Eastern forms 

influenced the forms themselves, and perhaps dissolved some of the perceived 

boundaries?  Additionally, the ways in which images are used as kata in butō would be a 

productive discussion and point of comparison.  Further, I believe that butō techniques of 

attunement, interresonance, and embodiment will be particularly applicable to the 

exploration of acting technique, and I am eager to investigate these ideas in an 

interdisciplinary performance training setting working with actors and dancers alike.  The 

reflections and embodied experiences I have discussed here already begin the dialog, 

particularly as related to preparation for performance, and the performers’ skills of 

altering everyday perspective and becoming fully engaged or saturated with an image.  I 

am fortunate to have my own practice and performance work as a laboratory for 

continuing investigation. 
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CHAPTER 6 

RESONANCES AND REFLECTIONS 

Introduction 

Theater and dance practitioners of various genres and disciplines no doubt 

recognize resonances of the butō methodologies discussed in their own training practices: 

extreme physical actions to push the performer beyond the everyday perception; 

repetition of actions as a means of developing presence (rather than as a means of 

developing skills); the emphasis on holistic training that integrates mind, body, and spirit; 

and the use of imagery to stimulate visceral response.  In my opinion, this points to the 

fact that butō could certainly be a complementary practice to many of these training 

systems, offering the performer other inroads into similar material, and possibly 

unlocking some deeper levels of awareness. 

In the following sections I will highlight theories and methods of select key 

Western theater practitioners that have similarities with Hijikata’s butō philosophy and 

training methods.  In particular, I investigate the work of Konstantin Stanislavski, Jerzy 

Grotowski, Eugenio Barba, and Phillip Zarrilli, all of whom incorporate Eastern and 

Western idioms in their work much in the way that Hijikata combined forms in a global 

post-modern pastiche.  I see strong parallel goals in these systems, and a productive 

dialogue that could occur. Having explored butō training with traditionally trained actors 
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in classes and productions, I envision a variety of ways in which butō methods can be 

employed to enhance the actor’s abilities and enrich their performance. 

This is not to say that there are not potential applications of butō methods to 

contemporary dance training; indeed there are.  For example, it would be a fruitful 

analysis to compare somatic techniques used in contemporary dance training such as 

Ideokinesis and Body-Mind Centering to Hijikata’s work with imagery, or contrast the 

graceful violence of Elizabeth Streb’s Extreme Action Lab to Hijikata’s demand for 

stamina and fearlessness, to name just a few dance applications to be considered.  

However, in my experience, the cross-fertilization of butō and contemporary dance 

techniques is already happening in a very productive way.  Dancers are cross training in 

multiple techniques, moving from butō to post-modern to circus all within the course of 

their technical and creative development.  My own training trajectory is not at all 

uncommon among contemporary dancers. And as Bales and Nettl-Fiol point out in The 

Body Eclectic: Evolving Practices in Dance Training, choreographers are increasingly 

incorporating dancers with diverse training into their work, emphasizing the productive 

differences in styles and approaches to enrich the overall dance vocabulary.  Examples 

include collaborations such as those between Kota Yamazaki and Senegalese Janti-Bi in 

the 2003 Fagaala, or with Charles Anderson’s DanceTheater X for the 2008 piece In-Ou, 

both mixing butō and African dance; or Pilobolus and Dairakurakan’s Muramatsu 

Takuya’s 2011 collaboration, Korokoro; and Shinichi Koga’s collaboration with mixed-

ability dance company Axis in the 2007 ODD.  Additionally, butō practitioners have 

branched into therapeutic work, such as Nakajima’s butō classes and performances with 

physically and mentally disabled people, Kasai Toshi/Morita Itto’s integration of butō 
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and dance therapy, or Vangeline’s butō as therapy for incarcerated women.  A number of 

meaningful experiments are well underway bridging butō dance to other movement 

techniques and trainings, and it will be interesting to track their progress and discoveries.   

Psychophysical Actor Training 

Turning again to the potential connections with contemporary theater training, I 

will highlight some of the similarities in approach.  Each of the theater directors I 

mentioned above– Stanislavski, Grotowski, Barba, and Zarrilli–has embraced a physical 

practice as a means of building the actor’s sensitivity and ability to respond to stimulus. 

They also talk of the complete commitment of the actor to the task, as a kind of sacrifice 

of self in service of a “total theater.” All of them encourage improvisation within the 

structure of character/role, script, and staging. They also share a use of imagery to 

stimulate presence and relationship with space.  And finally they all encourage the actor 

to become his or her own teacher, developing self-awareness regarding one’s craft. 

Stanislavski borrowed freely from yoga, encouraging yoga asana and yogic 

breathing exercises to create the desired state of relaxation that could allow the actor to 

concentrate and imagine his environment (Carnicke 2010, 7-8).  He also used a variety of 

physical exercises designed to manipulate what he called “rays of energy” (Carnicke 

2010, 12), which can be equated to working with ki energy.  Carnicke describes 

Stanislavski exercises she observed at Moscow’s Russian Academy of Theatrical Arts in 

which actors directed their own energy within the room to try and elicit a response from 

their partners, causing them to move or execute an action like opening a door.  The 
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energy control acquired in yoga influenced Stanislavski’s methods of working with 

physical space.    

Grotowski employed an even more elaborate system of physical exercises, 

distilled from his teacher Stanislavski’s work on physical actions, Meyerhold’s 

biomechanics, yoga, Charles Dullin (one of Artaud’s teachers)’s rhythm exercises, 

Peking Opera, Kathakali, and Japanese Nō, among other influences (Grotowski 2002, 

16).  The exercises included extremely challenging sequences, such as repeatedly leaping 

forward with a fully outstretched body from a crouched position and returning to a 

crouch, or executing a diving summersault over a partner who bends at the waist to create 

a hurdle.   Rather than perfecting the physical form, Grotowski preferred that “the actor 

must justify every detail of this training with a precise image…the exercise is correctly 

executed only if the body does not oppose any resistance during the realization of the 

image in question,” and further, that continued training would make the actor “malleable 

as plasticine to the impulses” (ibid., 135).  Similar to the Noguchi gymnastics used by 

many butō teachers today, Grotowski’s physical training aimed to “test the limits of the 

body’s equilibrium,” in both a physical and psychic way (Wolford 2010, 209). 

Barba, a student of Grotowski, formed Odin Teatret with a group of intercultural 

actors who trained communally.  Lacking funds to bring in master teachers, each member 

contributed their various technical skills to the collective and created a “creole of sorts 

both in the rehearsal room and its productions” (Watson 2010, 238-239).  Like his 

teacher, Barba emphasized the relationship to physical work, rather than the mastery of 

given skills in and of themselves.  In Barba’s work, however, this philosophy led him to 
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emphasize improvisation with the large pool of physical material the group had 

generated, rather than codifying and repeating a set series.   

Zarrilli trained extensively in the Indian martial art kalarippayattu, which he 

blended with his foundation in Stanislavski, Grotowski, and Barba’s work.  Like Barba 

he developed an eclectic physical training system, though his palette is more condensed 

to these few influences, with the addition of breath and energy exercises from yoga, 

taiqiquan, and aikido. He writes, “[t]o awaken the subtle inner bodymind, one must first 

attend directly to a particular embodied activity…Once awakened, this bodymind or 

mode of awareness becomes ecstatic, it begins to vibrate/resonate and therefore move” 

(Zarrilli 2009, 55-56). Using himself as the primary subject for his research, Zarrilli has 

closely examined the effects of prolonged training on his psychophysical being and his 

acting abilities, and notes that it is through long-term, body-based engagement that one is 

able to cultivate awareness of the subtle body.  Like Grotowski, he has adopted a series of 

set exercises from his various influences that he uses for consistent, long-term training 

with students and actors in his work.  He emphasizes “training toward readiness,” which 

produces the “body that is all eyes” (borrowing a term from kalarippayttu) (Zarrilli 2009, 

25).  

The term “body that is all eyes” emphasizes the totality of engagement and the 

heightened state of awareness that is the goal of physical practice in each of these actor-

training systems.  For example, Zarrilli takes his students through a literal exercise with 

this image, asking them to relocate their eyes to their lower abdomen and other physical 

placements, and “look” through these vantage points, thus sensitizing them to new 

perspectives (26).  Stanislavski distilled scenes down to raw energy, highlighting only 
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physical actions; he had his actors play scenes without text, with simply the physical 

actions to highlight the body’s full engagement with the moment to moment unfolding of 

the narrative (Carnicke 2010, 12).  He directed his students that if they simply focused on 

the actions, the result (the story) would take care of itself (Stanislavskii 1989, 212-14).  In 

other words, living the moment is more important than the intellectual motivations and 

trajectories of each character and narrative.   

Grotowski crystallized the heightened state of physical action as the “holy actor” 

who sacrifices himself to the work; the goal of physical training is to free the body “from 

all resistance. The body must virtually cease to exist” (Grotowski 2000, 36).  His 

technique aimed at “a complete stripping down, by laying bare one’s own intimity – all 

this without the least trace of egotism or self-enjoyment.  The actor makes a total gift of 

himself” (ibid., 16).  The training was to make an actor's reflexes so quick that thought 

had not time to intervene (ibid., 35). 

This self-negation and absorption into the performance material without 

resistance sounds remarkably like Hijikata’s practice, and also Nishida’s description of 

acting-intuition (see Chapter 3, section 5), which he describes as an “animated state with 

maximum freedom in which there is not the least gap between the will’s demand and its 

fulfillment” (Nishida quoted in Yuasa 1987, 65).  Recall that Mikami and Waguri in 

particular mentioned being inundated with images and instructions, and their only choice 

was to accept and allow the images to pass through them. By responding to images on a 

visceral level, without thinking, Waguri describes becoming an empty vessel as a vehicle 

for the dance.  Similarly, Grotowski emphasizes the importance of transforming from an 

“organism-mass” (indicated muscles and bones in athletic activity) into an “organism-
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channel through which energies circulate, the energies transform, and the subtle is 

touched” (quoted in Schechner and Wolford 1997, 376). Further, Grotowski ties this 

vessel to the role or character, which he calls a “trampoline” for the actor’s moment-to-

moment experience (Grotowski 2000, 37).  Barba describes training techniques as a form 

of “colonization,” which the performer must perfect so that ultimately he or she can 

choose how to use the technique, depending upon what the inner experience inspires 

(Barba 1991, 245). Grotowski makes the distinction that he was not developing the 

performer’s “bag of tricks” but rather the skills were a way to stretch the performer into 

new territory and expand the energetic capabilities (2000, 121). As with Hijikata’s 

methods, each of these theater practitioners emphasizes that it is through one’s own body, 

as a synthesis of the subject and object body, that the performer reaches a transcendent 

state.  Through disciplined and precise practice, the performer is eventually able to forget 

about him or herself altogether, leaving the ego consciousness behind and fully 

embodying the image or role. 

For each of these theater practitioners, improvisation is key to the moment-to-

moment unfolding of acting.  Stanislavski describes it as the actor being “seized by the 

role” (Stanislavski 1993, 363), much in the same way that Waguri describes being 

“caught” by one image after another in a series.  Stanislavski emphasized the importance 

of experiencing each state of transformation fully, by imagining extensive visceral details 

about each instance of action.  Grotowski described being caught or seized as “acting that 

glows,” which he says is informed equally by spontaneity and discipline, and that without 

discipline, spontaneity is just energy (Grotowski 2000, 121).  Discipline is necessary to 

shape the experience, and spontaneity is critical to keep the actor alive in the moment.  
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When executing specific physical training exercises, he suggests imagining oneself in 

constant contact with someone else, “in order to give the exercise a definite direction” 

(Grotowski 2000, 189).  Imagining the space in detail keeps the moment alive through 

visceral sensation. 

In all of these traditions, the director makes the actors in some way responsible 

for their own education.  Barba shifted the onus of daily discipline onto his actors, such 

that they became their own teachers with responsibility for the daily training material 

(Watson 2010, 246). In his 2010 book Psychophysical Acting: An Intercultural Approach 

After Stanislavski, Zarrilli, also a proponent of rigor and disciplined practice, suggests 

many ways in which the performer can develop self-awareness, and discipline him or 

herself.  Stanislavski encouraged his actors to “sharpen the senses through observation” 

(Stanislavskii 1990, 400), encouraging them to “develop your experience of the world 

and your ability to emphasize with others through a broad liberal arts education” 

(Stanislavski 1989, 316).  Stanislavski’s instructions here most clearly mirror Hijikata’s 

direction to see daily life as a teacher. However, for Hijikata, the sentiment of student as 

self-teacher is echoed throughout training, and the student or performer takes on the 

responsibility for his or her own cultivation.  Training is a process of developing self-

awareness, such that the performer learns to see and direct oneself from the outside. 

As a means of seeing oneself from the outside, Zarrilli describes psychophysical 

actor training as a system that works in four dimensions: the surface body, the recessive 

body, the aesthetic inner body-mind, and the aesthetic outer body (Zarrilli 2009, 51).  His 

system is based on Drew Leder’s discussion of the lived body as “a complex harmony of 

different regions” (Leder 1990, 2), roughly organized into a “surface” and a “recessive” 
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body.  Zarrilli’s addition of the latter two regions takes into account the “extra-daily” 

cultivation of the performer’s body for the purpose of communicating to an audience.  It 

is interesting to note that inner aesthetic body-mind cultivation precedes the outer 

aesthetic body realization.  In other words, one must first develop the inner felt sense of 

an experience before shape one’s expression.  In Zarrilli’s discussion, the process of 

shaping one’s expression is an aesthetic one, which is sensed and crafted both internally 

and externally. 

This brings me full circle to Nagatomo’s idea of non-duality in performing arts 

training that opened this dissertation: training necessitates transformation of one’s own 

body through a process of attunement and experience (2003, 6-7).  Experience is the key 

here, and it must be felt wholly and completely, on an individual level.  We can 

approximate experience with language, but there is no thought or word or signifier that 

suffices to share experience.  Speaking of an artist’s study as “the way”, he writes: “the 

way involves the whole of the person…there is no walking dualist in the way” (2003, 4).  

Pure experience, which is without the distortion of language, judgment, or individual 

standpoint is realized when one “passively mirrors reality” (Carter 1989, 10).  Experience 

is a felt inner-resonance (to use Dogen’s term), or to describe it in Murobushi’s 

explanation, “this communication or sensation we have inside the body” (2010).   

Following Hijikata’s logic, this experience within ourselves is the only experience 

worth having.  He famously compares the process of internal investigation to diving 

down inside of a deep well, and those who miss this essential investigation as dying of 

thirst in a desert of their own creation. He writes: 

A dancer must be able to relate to, for example, a frozen bone that 
transcends gender.  Getting to that point, however, demands exhaustive 
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examination, and without it the work will lapse into a trendy pseudo-
darkness.  In part such a failure is doubtless a result of the times in which 
we live, but it’s also because people have superficial perceptions of their 
own particular landscapes.  Underground art turns into mere trendiness 
not because of external factors but because of the people who practice it.  
They create a desert around themselves, then complain there is no water.  
Why don’t they try drinking from the wells within their own bodies?  
They should instead drop a ladder deep into their own bodies and climb 
down it.  Let them pluck the darkness from within their own bodies and eat 
it.  But they always seek resolution from outside themselves (Hijikata 
quoted in Shibusawa 1968, 51-52, emphasis added). 

Hijikata’s admonition that dancers should be “like a frozen bone that transcends 

gender” indicates that the goal of his work as not one of harvesting personal feelings and 

experiences. His suggestion to “pluck the darkness from within their own bodies and eat 

it” is not a directive to mine personal angst or suffering for performance, but rather to 

explore the sub- and unconscious realm.   As with the theater directors discussed above, 

Hijikata’s interest was in developing the performer’s ability to step outside his or her ego-

logically motivated experience and imagine experience from the perspective of “other,” 

in Hijikata’s case, from a seemingly foreign substance such as a frozen bone. 

What Butō Methods Have to Offer to Psychophysical Actor Training 

This last distinction—Hijikata’s interest in becoming something other than 

human—offers a clue into the potential applications of butō methods in these types of 

psychophysical actor training. Beyond the exercises designed to build an actor’s 

experience of a role—of another person essentially—butō can take an actor beyond all 

sense of human form to relate, for example, to a frozen bone.  I perceive a variety of 

ways in which this would be useful.  First, if the goal of such intense actor training were 

to bring one beyond the ego-conscious self, it would seem valuable to be able to imagine 

oneself as the materiality of something that one does not typically identify with as having 

an ego.  Rather than anthropomorphize an inanimate object, one can fully explore the 
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substance of that being, without superimposing personality or egocentric perspective.  

Hijikata’s butō-fu, for example, bring the performer directly to the materiality of 

experience.  Even something with human content, such as “Tower of heads/War of 

hair/Quarrel between teeth” (Hijikata Scrapbooks 16-17, Trans. Endo Mariko 2011), 

divorces the ego from the action.  Consider the power of playing Agave with such an 

image; bewitched by the vengeful Dionysus and holding her son’s severed head that she 

believes to be a hunting trophy, she is clearly mad.  Madness, however, can easily 

become generic and unconvincing without specific content.  Purely psychological 

rationale for actions can be equally stereotypical.  Giving an actor a rich palette of 

abstract imagery allows them to enhance their engagement with a moment or a role, 

perhaps in a new way. 

Consider the following complementary relationship between story and subtext: 

Ruth Zaporah, a brilliant physical theater performer who developed a system called 

Action Theater, teaches an exercise called the Language Superhighway.44  One person 

takes the role of the superhighway: he or she is responsible for the narrative content and 

telling a story in linear fashion.  Two partners take the role of side-roads.  They interrupt 

the superhighway narrator with free association sound and language inspired by any 

particular word, though they must never say exactly which word it is.  The result is often 

a rich dreamscape and complex sound bed that elicits a fully realized atmosphere. 

I mention the Language Superhighway here to demonstrate how Hijikata’s butō-

fu might be used with a scripted play.  If the play is the language superhighway, any text 

the director or actor chooses could become the springboard for a surreal series of images 

                                                

44 I practiced this exercise in a three-month training with Zaporah in 1999 in Berkeley, California. 
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that can bring depth and texture to the narrative.  It can interrupt the text or be played 

with the text, by the same actor or different performers to support the moment.  Through 

such experiments, endless possibilities exist to bring a rich, visceral, image landscape to a 

performance. 

When I have worked with actors, I ask them to just explore the images for their 

own fullness before thinking about what to do with them.  I try to broaden their 

expressive palette by asking them to fully express something as non-human as a glacier 

sliding toward the ocean and then breaking off into icebergs as it hits the sea.  After 

exploring it without thinking, then I ask them to investigate the movement life of 

characters for which this progression might make sense.  It need not be a tragic, Blanche 

Dubois-type character; it could be something as buoyant as the moment Antony and 

Cleopatra fall in love (though that has elements of tragedy too).  Still, the performer must 

take experiential information from the iceberg sliding toward the path of least resistance, 

following gravity, and the tiny fissures and cracks that occur as it melts and strains across 

uneven surface.  The breaking moment is then less of a psychologically driven action and 

more of a holistic, psychophysical experience with deep resonance in the performers 

mind-body.   

Returning to the structure I proposed to describe Hijikata’s butō methodology, I 

identified three key phases for training.  These are: disorientation, or the act of 

destabilizing one’s sense of self and engendering a perspectival shift; saturation, or the 

process by which one fully experiences becoming an image with one’s whole being; and 

de/reconstruction, through which one can re-orient to a different sense of reality beyond 

the everyday experience.  Comparing Hijikata’s methodology to that of Stanislavski, 
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Grotowski, Barba, and Zarrilli, they all share an emphasis on saturation and 

de/reconstructing reality.  However, Hijikata’s methods place significant emphasis on the 

initial phase of disorientation, which I would argue is a rather effective means of moving 

a performer beyond the ego-self.  One could counter that Grotowski’s exercises in 

particular did much to disorient the performer, and I would agree to an extent, but only in 

as far as the performer confronted fear and belief in personal limits.  Hijikata’s work 

pushed performers well beyond any sense of “I” altogether, which could be useful in 

actor training as a means of “dilating presence” (Barba 1991, 54) and finding “the real 

source of acting that glows” (Grotowski 2000, 121).  Indeed, Hijikata’s butō shared these 

goals and developed extensive methods for performer cultivation toward the dissolution 

of self and the embodiment of absolutely anything one can imagine.   

Possibilities for Future Research 

Looking forward, I envision a variety of future research with butō training.  The 

first strand involves practical research, working in the studio with Hijikata’s ideas and 

methods.  In one scenario, it would be interesting to simply teach butō techniques and 

approaches for an extended period to actors or dancers who have no prior experience with 

butō and analyze the impact on their form of origin.  How would it change their 

engagement with space and ensemble?  How would their presence be enlivened 

differently?  Would the execution of their original form change, and if so, how?  Another 

avenue might be to take a set piece of work, either a play or a highly choreographed 

dance, as the Language Superhighway as I have described above, and engage the many 

possible side roads with butō methods.  With a play, one could ask: what does the text 
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inspire in terms of imagery and how can that imagery serve a rich atmosphere? How can 

the embodiment of imagery heighten key moments in the narrative? What would happen 

if the actors embodied non-human objects instead of leading from psychological 

interaction; how can relationships between objects—water dripping for a long time until 

it breaks through a ceiling, wind blustering so hard that it uproots trees, sunshine 

warming a bare winter branch until a bud bursts forth—how can these sorts of 

interactions feed another level of relationship and interaction between actors?   

With a choreographed dance, once could break down movement pathways and 

explore sensation in greater detail.  What happens when momentum is disrupted? What 

about shape, line, and stability?  How can imagery change the choreography’s dynamics, 

sense of scale, or mood? Again, some of this work has already been investigated with 

somatic studies such as Ideokinesis, but there is a great deal more that could be done.  

Specifically, how might highly codified dance forms such as ballet or Odissi intersect 

with butō methods?  Kasai and Ōno Yoshito assert that Anna Pavlova’s dying swan has 

already achieved this intersection, so once could say the precedent is there.  Still, what 

would happen if conservatory students took an equal amount of courses in ballet and 

butō, for example?  Would it foster a new generation of Anna Pavlovas, with incredible 

beauty and line while having an ability to transcend human experience and embody other 

creatures?  It would certainly be an interesting experiment. 

A third area of studio experimentation that fascinates me personally is that of 

connecting butō with sound.  What does butō sound like? How can text or singing be 

inflected with butō techniques of embodying imagery or transcending self?  Is it possible 

to reach a perspectival shift through sound, and how does that in turn affect movement as 
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explored in butō?  There are many examples of ecstatic singing—Indian raga, Blues, 

opera, and tango singers come to mind—but what would it be like to have a singer 

trained in butō techniques of self-erasure? How can the whole body engage in the song? 

Would it sound different than singing we have heard before?  With text, how can 

atmosphere and state affect language? Philadelphia-based Pig Iron approximated what 

this intersection might be quite profoundly with its 2007 Isabella, a highly experimental 

adaptation of Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure set in a morgue.  The actors were 

literally corpses, and mumbled their lines as if their mouths were frozen with rigor 

mortis.  The mortician propped them against one another to emphasize interactions, and 

at times the warmth of the other bodies seemed to enliven their speech to a sputter.  

Perhaps the choice of a well-known narrative was a good one for this experiment, 

because the audience could easily follow the story even though the text was nearly 

impossible to understand.  What would it be like to take such a technique further with an 

unknown text?  Could a text be acted fully with movement and sound, and still convey a 

relatively coherent narrative?  This again would be a very interesting practical experiment 

with the intersections of butō and theater. 

In terms of historical research, there are several intersections to trace further, such 

as the connections between German Ausdrucktanz and butō, beginning with Eguchi 

Takaya’s work with Mary Wigman in Germany in 1922 and Harald Kreutzberg’s 1932 

performances in Japan (see Stein 2001, 378) and continuing through the relationship 

between Pina Bausch and Ōno Kazuo, as well as the vibrant butō community in Berlin 

today.  Another thread to extrapolate would be the connections between butō and 

American post-modern dance, as well as the influence of John Cage on both of these 
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forms.  A third rich area of research might be to look closely at the work of Grotowski 

and Hijikata alongside one another, and analyze the influence of Artaud on both of their 

work.  One might also draw a comparison between Grotowski’s star actor Ryszard 

Cieslak and Hijikata’s principal dancer Ashikawa Yoko, examining their pure denial of 

self in service of their director’s wishes as well as their legendary transcendent 

performances. 

One might also investigate a cultural studies lens on the butō diaspora.  For 

example, in a recent conversation with Jawole Willa Zolar, artistic director of Urban 

Bush Women, she voiced the opinion that many contemporary dance companies in Africa 

have a deep affinity for butō.  “They just get it,” she said, commenting on the dancers’ 

readiness to express deep experiences of the body.  The collaboration I mentioned in the 

beginning of this chapter, Fagaala by Germaine Acongy and Yamazaki Yota, deals with 

the Rwandan genocide.   What are the similarities between a generation of African 

dancers trying to come to terms extreme violence such as this and early butō artists 

responding to the devastating aftermath of WWII?  Additionally, what is SU-EN’s 

Nordic Butō in relation to Hijikata’s Tohoku? Do these cold climates correspond, and 

how does climate affect the body?  Or are her developments of Nordic Butoh and the 

work of companies such as Jant-Bi an extension of what Hijikata meant when he said that 

Tohoku could be anywhere?  He said, “Although it is Tohoku Kabuki, there is a Tohoku 

in England.  The utter darkness exists throughout the world, doesn’t it?” (quoted in 

Kurihara 2000, 21).  As butō the butō diaspora now extends to Russia, Eastern and 

Western Europe, Africa, South, Central, and North America, and through Asia and 

Australia, there is certainly enough material to investigate his claims.  Additionally, one 
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might also compare the butō diaspora to other diasporas, such as African dance or ballet, 

which have migrated and changed in the process. 

In short, Hijikata—and Ōno—sparked a resonant chord with butō that continues 

to reverberate today.  Though some say that butō is dead and others contest that butō is 

not yet achieved, I propose asking the question, what is the seepage between butō’s initial 

inspiration and other performance forms, particularly with regards to training methods?  

And further, where is there potential for further cross-fertilization? 

Conclusion 

At the beginning of this research journey, I initially proposed an explication of 

Hijikata’s non-dualistic, holistic approach to body and performer training, for the purpose 

of exploring future applications of butō methods.  Using Nagatomo’s notion that training 

necessitates transformation through a process of attunement to experience (2003, 6-7), I 

sought out the experiences of ten butō masters in their interactions with Hijikata or his 

first generation of students, in order to create a clearer picture of the lived experience of 

transformation in Hijikata’s butō training.  Having repeatedly heard the term “becoming 

nothing” from many of these teachers in my own training, I was compelled to research 

Hijikata’s understanding of nothingness, as informed by the intellectual environment of 

his time.  As I investigated, I found a long dialog with nothingness in Japanese 

philosophy and religion, which prompted me to query the similarities and differences 

with this thought base and Hijikata’s actual practices of self-negation in performance and 

training, as well as his own stated goals as seen through his writings.   
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What I discovered was an affinity (though not a recognized adoption of these 

ideas) with Zen Buddhist practices of overcoming dualism, as a gradual process achieved 

through cultivating the mind-body connection through an essentially physical practice.  

What emerged as critical in both Zen practice and butō training was the emphasis on 

experience as the key to transcending the ego-self.  Falling into the experience, without 

question, or judgment, or thought, ultimately allows one to have the fullest experience 

possible, which is to experience the totality of the existence.  From an egocentric point of 

view, to become nothing (in Hijikata’s terms) is to dissolve the ego-self.  However, as 

one continues beyond this point, the perspective of ego loses any meaning; the 

nothingness that is beyond this point is in fact the everythingness of all life, before we 

give it language or meaning, and develop affinities and aversions.  This 

nothingness/everythingness creative source is the stated goal of Zen Buddhist cultivation, 

and the implied goal of butō practice.  As butō is a performative practice and not a purely 

contemplative one as Buddhist meditation is, the butō dancer trains to become an empty 

vessel through which this creative source can find expression. 

Nishida explains the levels of transformation in this process, and describes the 

state of consciousness at each point as a basho, or topos.  The implication of space is 

critical in understanding the unfolding changes, as one must affect a perspectival shift in 

relation to space in order to transform.  In other words, in the first level of everyday 

consciousness, one’s sense of space has a single perspective, with a clearly delineated 

sense of self and everything else in space.  With practice, one can learn to see from 

outside oneself, and eventually develop a multivalent perspective in space, where one’s 

awareness is heightened and dispersed.  The ultimate basho of absolute nothingness, or 
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space of no-thing, is a positionless position (to use Takuan’s term) in which only pure 

experience exists.   

As an end goal, Hijikata aimed for his dancers to approach pure experience.  In 

his early work he approached this through extreme physicality and chaotic, surreal 

performances intended to shock and otherwise wake dancers and audiences alike from 

their everyday perspective.  In his later work, Hijikata barraged his dancers with an 

enormous amount of images, guiding them to gradually lose their thinking minds and 

open their perception to minute details of existence, such as the tiny feet of an ant 

crawling up one’s leg.  He magnified these images to bring his dancers to a point of pure 

sensation and raw expression.   

Essential to the practice of embodying these images is Nagatomo’s concept of 

attunement, or a “felt inner resonance” (to use Dogen’s term).  The connection is 

energetic, sensed through ki energy.  When working with an image, the butō dancer 

learns to notice the shifts of ki in the subtle body, as this is where the image will affect 

the unconscious self.  Eventually, the dancer learns to “see” from the perspective of the 

image, and then from the atmosphere (or basho) itself.  Relating back to Nishida’s 

concept of basho, this stage is just the beginning of the process.  Through extended 

cultivation in image work, one can perhaps touch moments of absolute nothingness.  

However, as this is a performative form, the butō dancer must maintain connection with 

the space of the performance, however expansive that may be. 

In this chapter, I explored several other performance training methods that aim to 

bring the performer beyond him or herself, into a realm of heightened experience.  As I 

have explained, Hijikata’s butō had clear and effective methods for moving performers 
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beyond simply heightened experience to a transcendence of self altogether.  I believe that 

contemporary performer training systems could benefit greatly from exploring butō 

methods in greater detail. Specifically, the butō techniques of attunement, interresonance, 

and embodiment can easily be applied to a number of different performance methods, as 

a means of enhancing performer presence and deepening the performer’s internal 

experience.   As Hijikata said, “true art lies in expressing without disassembling the 

essence lurking in the body using the splendid material of the body” (quoted in Tetsuo 

1960, 62).  There is much of value to learn from Hijikata’s methods for expressing 

without disassembling; his was a process that found a way to reach the essence for which 

all performance aims.  
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the body and dance, and interviewing his primary students and collaborators for information 
about this topic.  Additionally, I am giving preference to subjects who have developed their own 
training methods based on Hijikata’s work and ideas, as I am mainly interested in Butō dance 
training methodology and want to talk to subjects who have invested significant attention in this 
topic. 
 
G. If subjects are from an institution other than Temple University, please indicate the 

name of the officer responsible for granting access to the subjects. 
These subjects are from the dance community at large and are not represented by an institution.  
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One of the arts curators, Brechin Flournoy, is independent, and the second, Ximena Garnica, is 
the director of the New York International Butoh Festival, and has the authority to grant an 
interview as the head of that organization.  Of the two professors, one is affiliated with Temple 
University and the second is an Associate Professor of Modern Japanese Literature at the 
University of Pennsylvania, and able grant permission for her participation in this study as a 
scholar in the field. 
 
 
H. If the subjects are children, anyone suffering from a known psychiatric condition, or 

legally restricted, please explain why it is necessary to use these persons as subjects. 
 
N/A 
 
II.  EXPERIMENTAL OR RESEARCH PROCEDURE 
 
A. Describe the objectives and/or goals of your research. 
 
This study will investigate performer training in Butō dance, focusing specifically on self-
cultivation through practice.  My objective is to articulate the embodied philosophy proposed by 
founder Hijikata Tatsumi’s Ankoku Butō and perpetuated by his primary disciples.  Specific 
questions include: What goal/s are Butō dancers training toward, how do they progress, and what 
is the psychophysical effect of their various methods?  What experiences does the performer 
undergo in the process of training in Butō?  What aspects of themselves are dancers cultivating?  
I am particularly interested to know if Zen Buddhist ideas of physical impermanence play a role 
in their dance practice, and if so, how this philosophy manifests in their training approach.   
 
B. Please describe the intended experimental or research procedure.  This should 

include a description of what the subject will experience or be required to do.  
Please attach a copy of all questionnaires or instruments to be used.   

 
I will conduct hour-long interviews with each subject, either in person or via Skype.  Interviews 
will either be audio and/or video recorded, depending upon the preference and approval of the 
subject.  I have attached a list of questions that I intend to ask. 
 
C. Will the subjects be deceived in any way?  If yes, please describe below. 
 
The subjects will not be deceived in any way. 
 
D. To what extent will the routine activities of the subject be interrupted during the 

course of the study? 
Routine activities will not be interrupted.  
 
E. Indicate any compensation for the subjects. 
The subjects will not be compensated financially.  I do intend to publish articles related to this 
research, and the subjects – many of whom are artists – will benefit from exposure and 
discussion of their work.  As I detail below, I will allow them to review anything I intend to 
publish that references them before I do so, and provide copies as requested. 
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III.  DATA CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
A. What procedure(s) will you use to insure confidentiality of the data?  How will you 

preserve subject anonymity? 
The subjects will not be anonymous. 
 
 
IV.  CONSENT PROCEDURES 
 
A. Attach copy of consent form to be used    (Please note that if consent form is more 

than one (1) page, the title of the study must be on the signature page. 
 
     OR 
 

If non-written consent is to be used, attach a statement describing exactly what the 
subjects will be told. 

Please see attached. 
 
B. Describe how you will handle consent procedure for minors, mentally challenged 

persons, and persons with significant emotional disturbances. 
 
N/A 
 
V.  BENEFITS OF THE STUDY 
 
A. How will any one subject benefit from participation in this study? 
 
I intend to publish articles related to my dissertation research.  The majority of the subjects are 
artists and will benefit from exposure to the general public.  Additionally, many Butō tend to 
work in isolation from one another, and it may be beneficial for them to hear their ideas and 
perspectives alongside those of other artists and colleagues in the field.  My hope is to foster 
further dialogue within the community.   
  
B. How will society, in general, benefit from the conduct of this study? 
 
My larger goal is to demystify Butō training practices for American dance students, providing 
inroads to understand an art form that is rooted in the contemporary Japanese cultural 
experience.  American artists have been incorporating Butō  techniques and aesthetics into 
contemporary performance since the late 1970s; my hope is that with greater knowledge of the 
philosophical basis of the form, American artists may deepen their understanding of the form and  
find other applications of the performer development techniques, such as in actor or musician 
training. 
 
 
VI.  RISKS/DISCOMFORTS TO SUBJECTS 
 
A. Describe any aspects of the research project that might cause discomfort, 

inconvenience, or physical danger to the subjects. 
N/A 
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B. Describe any long range risks to the subjects. 
 
N/A 
 
C. What is the rationale for exposing subjects to these risks? 
N/A 



 
 
       Department of Dance 062-63 phone 215-204-8710 
       1700 N. Broad Street  fax 215-204-4347 
       Suite 309   web www.temple.edu/boyer/dance 
       Philadelphia, PA  19122-0843  
 

 
DATE:                       
 
Title: Butō Master Artist Interviews for Ph.D. dissertation – investigating training practices and 
the philosophical bases for an artistic expression.  Dissertation working title: Becoming Nothing 
to Become Something: New Methods of Performer Training in Hijikata Tatsumi’s Ankoku Butō 
Dance. 
 
Investigators:   
Luke Kahlich, PhD – Temple University Dance Department, 215-204-6260 
Tanya Calamoneri – Temple University Dance Department, 718-207-3307 
 
Purpose of Research: This study will investigate performer training in Butō dance, focusing 
specifically on self-cultivation through practice.  The researcher’s objective is to articulate the 
embodied philosophy proposed by founder Hijikata Tatsumi’s Ankoku Butō and perpetuated by 
his primary disciples.  Questions include: What goal/s are Butō dancers training toward, how do 
they progress, and what is the psychophysical effect of their various methods?  What kind of 
experiences does the performer undergo in the process of training in Butō?  What aspects of 
themselves are dancers training or cultivating?  The researcher is interested to know if Zen 
Buddhist ideas of physical impermanence play a role in their dance practice, and if so, how this 
philosophy manifests in their training approach.   
 
 
General Research Design: 
 
I understand that I am being asked to participate in a research study for a doctoral dissertation 
being supervised by the Temple University Dance Department. The research will take the form 
of oral histories given through interviews.  Approximately twenty (20) subjects will participate in 
this study. 
 
 
Procedures to be Followed: 
 
I understand that the results of this study may be published but my identity will not be disclosed 
without written consent by me on a separate form. I understand that I will be able to review and 
amend any documents the researcher intends to publish at least one month before publication.  I 
understand that I may remain anonymous with a pseudonym if I desire to do so, and that I may 
decide this up until two weeks before publication. 
 
I agree to permit Temple University to keep, publish, or dispose of the materials produced in this 
interview. 
 

Initials: Date:   



Permission Overview Page 2 of 2 
 
Project Title: Becoming Nothing to Become Something: New Methods of Performer Training in 
Hijikata Tatsumi’s Ankoku Butō Dance 
 
 
 
I understand that I may refuse consent or withdraw from the research project at any time.      
 
I understand that I will not receive financial compensation.  
 
I understand that I will receive a copy of the final document and of any published materials 
related to information I have provided for this research.  
 
Questions about my rights as a research subject may be directed to Mr. Richard Throm, Office of 
the Vice President for Research, Institutional Review Board, Temple University, 3425 N. 
Carlisle Street, Philadelphia, PA, 19140, phone (215) 707-8757.   
 
I have read and understood this consent form and I voluntary agree to participate in this research 
project.  I understand that I will be given a copy of the signed consent form. 
 
 
 
                                                    
Signature of the Subject     Date             
 
                                                                   
Signature of Witness      Date   
    
                                                                  
Signature of Investigator     Date        

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Initials: Date:   
 



 
 
       Department of Dance 062-63 phone 215-204-8710 
       1700 N. Broad Street  fax 215-204-4347 
       Suite 309   web www.temple.edu/boyer/dance 
       Philadelphia, PA  19122-0843  

 
 Permission to Audiotape 
Principal Investigator’s Name: Kahlich, Luke, Ph.D., Professor 
Contact Information: lkahlich@temple.edu 215-204-6260 
Student Investigator's Name:      Tanya Calamoneri                                          
Department:           Temple University Department of Dance                                            
 
Project Title: Butō Master Artist Interviews for Ph.D. dissertation – investigating training 
practices and the philosophical bases for an artistic expression.  Dissertation working title: 
Becoming Nothing to Become Something: New Methods of Performer Training in Hijikata 
Tatsumi’s Ankoku Butō Dance.                                                    
 
Date:                 Log #:                         
 
I give Tanya Calamoneri permission to audiotape me.  This audiotape will be used only for the 
following purpose (s): (Choose one) 
       CLINICAL 
 
This audiotape will be used as part of my treatment.  It will not be shown to anyone but my 
treatment team, my family, and myself. 
 
       EDUCATION  
 
This audiotape may be shown to education professionals outside of                                        for 
educational purposes.  At no time will my name be used. 
 
       RESEARCH 
 
This audiotape will be used as a part of a research project at                                          .  I have 
already given written consent for my participation in this research project.  At no time will my 
name be used. 
 
       MARKETING/PUBLIC INFORMATION 
 
This audiotape will be used to promote                                                     to educational or health 
professionals, referral sources, and/or the general public.  At no time will my name be used. 
 
x  OTHER 
 
Description: This audiotape will be used as part of a research project at Temple University.  I 
have already given written consent for my participation in this research project. I understand that 
I will be able to review any material the researcher intends to make available to the public at 
least one month before doing so. 

Initials: Date:   



Permission to Audiotape - Page 2 of 3  
 
WHEN WILL I BE AUDIOTAPED? 
 
I agree to be audiotaped during the time period: May 2010  to May 2011. 
 
HOW LONG WILL THE TAPES BE USED? 
 
I give my permission for these tapes to be used from:        May 2010  to January 2014. 
 
I understand that data will be stored for three (3) years after completion of the study.  
 
WHAT IF I CHANGE MY MIND? 
 
I understand that I can withdraw my permission at any time.  Upon my request, the audiotape(s) 
will no longer be used.  This will not affect my care or relationship with                           
Tanya Calamoneri in any way. 
 
OTHER 
 
I understand that I will not be paid for being audiotaped or for the use of the audiotapes. 
 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 
 
If I want more information about the audiotape(s), or if I have questions or concerns at any time, 
I can contact: 
 
Investigator's Name:                Tanya Calamoneri                             
                           
Department:        Department of Dance                                                 
                              
Institution:     Temple University                                                    
                                    
Street Address:  1700 North Broad Street Suite 309 
                               
City:      Philadelphia    State:  PA                      
Zip Code:    19122             
 
Phone: (Office) 215-204-6260  (Home) 718-207-3307                
 
This form will be placed in my records and a copy will be kept by the person(s) named above.  A 
copy will be given to me. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Initials: Date:   



Permission to Audiotape - Page 3 of 3 
 
Project Title: Becoming Nothing to Become Something: New Methods of Performer Training in 
Hijikata Tatsumi’s Ankoku Butō Dance 
 
 
Please print 
 
Subject's Name:                                                   
 
Date:                         
 
Address:                                                          
 
                                                          
 
Phone:                             
 
 
Subject's Signature:                                              
(Or signature of parent or legally responsible person if subject is a minor or is incompetent to 
sign.) 
 
Relationship to Subject:                                          
 
Subject cannot sign because:                                      
 
                                                                   
                                                                   
but consents orally to be audiotaped under the conditions described above. 
 
 
 
                                                                    
Witness Signature          Date 
 
 
                                                                        
Witness Signature     Date 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Initials: Date:   



Interview Questions – Tanya Calamoneri 

Please state your name.   

Do you give your permission for this interview to be audio- or video-taped? 

1. Please tell me what initially attracted you to Ankoku Butō dance.  Can you describe 

your response to the first performance you saw? 

2. Please describe your training experiences working with Hijikata.  Can you describe 

any specific body memories you have of your early training in Butō? 

3. Can you describe in as concrete terms as possible how you train to “become 

nothing?” Can you describe any specific “ah-ha” moments in the development of 

your ability to do this – what did you feel/sense/think?  

4. What does Ankoku mean to you?   

5. Do you have a relationship with Buddhism, and if so, please describe what role 

Buddhism plays in your life and worldview.   

6. Are you familiar with the Buddhist idea of sunyata [emptiness]?  From your 

perspective, does this have anything to do with Ankoku Butō?  

7. Are you familiar with the Buddhist idea of mu [nothingness]? From your perspective, 

does this have anything to do with Ankoku Butō?  

8. Are you familiar with the Ten Bull Herding pictures, the Zen Buddhist metaphor for 

self-cultivation?  From your perspective, does this relate to performer cultivation in 

Ankoku Butō? 

9. Can you speak about the perspective of artists from your generation regarding 

Buddhism in the 1950s, 60s, or 70s, and particularly about Hijikata’s relationship to 

Buddhist philosophy? 



10. Are you familiar with the philosopher Nishida Kitaro? If so, do any of his ideas have 

any bearing on your understanding or experience of Butō dance? 

11. Are you familiar with the philosopher and researcher Yuasa Yasuo? If so, do any of 

his ideas or ki studies have any bearing on your understanding or experience of Butō 

dance? 

12. When you train your dancers or other students in Butō dance, what are the most 

important elements that you want them to understand and experience?  Are there 

stages of development, like in Zeami’s description of hana in Nō Theater? 

13. Is there anything else you would like to say about your experiences as a Butō dancer? 
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