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Evolving Butoh into the future

Vangeline

My name is Vangeline. I am a butoh dancer
and teacher, the artistic director of the Vangeline
Theater and the executive director of the New
York Butoh Institute. I am also the founder of
the Dream a Dream Project, dance workshop
for incarcerated men and women, a project that
brings butoh dance classes to the incarcerated
population in New York State. And I am the
author of the forthcoming book Butoh: Cradling
Empty Space.

Firmly rooted in the tradition of Japanese
butoh, the Vangeline Theater is committed to
providing butoh programming, performances
and classes to the New York public. Our mission
is to educate the public about butoh, promoting
an understanding of butoh dance history and its
social and cultural significance; to connect butoh
to other art forms and disciplines; and to build
community through butoh.

The New York Butoh Institute is dedicated
to education, research and archiving. Every
year, we offer butoh community classes and low-
cost butoh workshops to the New York public,
reaching an average of 1300 students per year.
Our esteemed butoh masters come all the way
from Japan and Europe. We also develop cross-
cultural butoh performances with these masters,
reaching an average of 3000 audience members
each year.

Vangeline Theater and New York Butoh
Institute aim to preserve the legacy and integrity
of Japanese butoh, while carrying the art form
into the future. With the passing of many first-
generation butoh masters, today’s revival of
butoh is a creative response to the challenges
of cultural survival. We are as committed to
preserving the art form of butoh as it is to
nurturing the current generation of emerging
butoh artists.

I have been teaching butoh to various
populations since 2003. As a Western butoh
dancer studying under the tutelage of Japanese
masters, I became acutely aware of the complex
question of legacy in butoh. Butoh was born in
Japan in 1959; it migrated West in the late 1970s
and has now proliferated all across the globe. A
cross-cultural exchange has defined butoh for
the last 30 years of its existence, and the global
impact of butoh is undeniable.

Yet, in the 21st century, we are still faced
with the question: What is butoh? There is no
consensus on teaching practices and methods,
and our field is divided by differences of opinion.
Based on my 18-year experience, studying with
numerous teachers, I can attest to the great
diversity of expressions and methodologies
inherent to the art form. Butoh is a fractured
community, and, in Japan or in the West, there is
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Vangeline , teaching butoh dance at Vangeline Institute in New York

little to no sense of unity.

To compound the problem, we are now
facing a new rift in the butoh lineage separating
Japanese from non-Japanese dancers. Faced
with so many questions and unknowns, it seems
to me that we now need to cultivate empirical
methods of examination in order to answer these
questions as objectively and comprehensively as
possible.

The New York Butoh Institute is currently
focusing on new avenues of study. Supported
by recent psychomotor research findings, we
are investigating butoh’s unique contributions
to the field of dance and theater. We are also
researching the scope of teaching practices,
with an emphasis on the commonality between
different butoh methods, including recent
findings from the fields of psychology and cross-
cultural psychology as they apply to butoh
pedagogy today.

As a dancer and teacher, I am naturally
interested in the human body and its functioning,
and choose to approach butoh as an embodied
practice. As an embodied practice, butoh’s history
lives as much in the bodies of its dancers as in
texts written about butoh. The phenomenon of
intercorporeality, or the relationship between
bodies as defined by Merleau-Ponty, can help us
investigate butoh as a living art form, rooted in
20th-century Japan but evolving into the future,
and spreading geographically.

However, the continuation of the art form
requires a strong interest in historical research.
butoh’s history is still in the making; yet we
cannot consider an art form’s evolution if we
are not clear about its origins. Legacy and
lineage are important in butoh: in order to keep
this legacy intact, I consider that 21st-century
practitioners must cultivate a strong sense of
responsibility to butoh’s past and its future.

AF A 5D
Butoh Festival & Butoh Archive in Mexico

Laboratorio Escénico Danza Teatro Ritual, LEDTR

The Scenic Laboratory Dance Theater Ritual
(LEDTR for its acronym in Spanish), founded
and directed by Eugenia Vargas, dancer,
teacher and choreographer, arises in 2004 as
part of a research process about the expressive
possibilities of the body and its training, with
students from the Dramatic Art Career, at the
Arts Institute of the Autonomous University of

the State of Hidalgo, in the mountains of Real del
Monte.

The research process began in the seeding
corn fields, accompanying the process of land
preparation as a metaphor of the body (weeding,
sowing, cultivating, harvesting, celebrating),
culminating, after four years of research, with a
first staging entitled “The dust of the road”.

During these years, the butoh represented
a way to get into the body as a vast territory of
exploration, both in its depth and in its extension.
Therefore, since the first years, there was the
concern to organize artistic residencies with
Japanese teachers, due to the genuine interest of
entering into the study of the particular proposal
of Tatsumi Hijikata.

Continuing within the process, it became
urgent to articulate a somatic discourse,
transcending the boundaries of disciplinary
training and legitimized scenic proposals.

The LEDTR has distinguished itself for
being a company that not only takes care of the
artistic production but also the study, promotion
and dissemination of the butoh in Mexico, always
watering from the Japanese butoh, not with
the intention of imitating it, but as an authentic
answer to the need to continue deepening into
the research in order to have the possibility of
developing a Mexican butoh.

On the other hand, the butoh has found
fertile soil in Mexico because we are a country
with an ancestral culture, with a sensitive
listening to the unknown, to the mystery, to
the ineffable, to death, to the fissure, to the
unfinished, to the uncertain, to eroticism, to the
sacred. Through our blood runs the sensibility of
a rich and complex culture, but at the same time
violent and convulsive.

The LEDTR has been the seedbed of many
scenic creators who have taken the training
received in this space as an impetus to start their
own paths within the butoh. Among them are
Carlos Cruz who founded Teatro Cuerpo Social
(Social Body Theater), Malu Macareno with
MA dance space, and Aura Arreola with Carne
de Hueso Society (Flesh and bone society),
who together with Teresa Carlos continue to
collaborate with LEDTR for the organization
of Cuerpos en Revuelta (Corps in Revolt) -
International Butoh Dance Festival in Latin
America - which will have its third edition in the
spring of 2019, with the intention of creating a
meeting space where researchers, critics, artists,
students and the general public converge.

The seal of Bodies in Revolt (name inspired
and in tribute to The Revolt of the Body of Tatsumi
Hijikata), is to house different appropriations of
butoh. In that sense in each festival’s edition we
have had representatives of the first generations
of Japanese butoh, as well as butohkas who have
directed their research to more performative and
alternative spaces.
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Festival Internacional de Danza Butoh en América Latina

CUERPOS EN REVUELTA

Eventos  31mamoa 14 abil 2016

LEDTR, holding “Festival International de Danza Butoh en America
Latina”, April 2016, Mexico

On the other hand, the LEDTR, based on
the magnitude of its work, organizes a national
call “Butoh Variations: Scenic Experimental
Platform”, which will hold its third edition, with
the aim of making visible the artistic proposal
of the Mexican scenic creators who use or are
influenced by butoh. The results have been very
encouraging since Butoh Variations is working
as an impulse for the new generations that
problematize and expose their work from butoh
possibilities and demands.

As an upcoming project, the LEDTR will
begin a process of compiling all the years of
work and artistic collaborations with Japanese
teachers, with the purpose of opening a first
Butoh Archive in Mexico, for all that interested
people in consulting work logs; bibliographic,
videographic and photographic archives, as
well as conferences of great butoh personalities
that have visited Mexico, thanks to the LEDTR

management.
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8 years ago I founded Motimaru Butoh
Dance Company together with Motoya Kondo
and moved our base to Berlin. In Berlin, Butoh
was very popular 30 years ago when Minako
Seki, Yumiko Yoshioka and later Yuko Kaseki
based here. Later on it was felt more as an old

fashioned avant-garde and less considered among
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the main theatres. As consequence became more
and more fast movements, and mixed with
contemporary dance, probably to respond to the
time. Recently the interest about Butoh is
growing again. It is certainly responsibility of the
dancers to reflect on how Butoh is now and think
about the future of Butoh, what to transmit as
essence, what to filter. We believe it is a must to
learn its origin, the history, the method, the texts
from the founder and educate the audience to
appreciate its jewel. About this our wish is that
Butoh can be better recognized in the international
performing art scene where dancers are struggling
on similar questions that Hijikata had in the
50s...but without having a clear idea about how
to intensify the spirit of 1 movement instead than
100... It is in the future our intention to build up a
platform bridge and invite symposium, lectures,
organize WS, performances from Japan to Berlin
and vice-versa. As Motimaru we are reflecting on
Tatsumi Hijikata’s text and method, trying to
facilitate its contextualization by building up a
system of training based on the solid/non solid
body focused on how to dissolve the outline of the
body into space, and giving a methodological order
to the preparatory training for the metamorphose
work. Concretely we offer weekly WS about basics
(standing, walking, etc.), thematic intensive
weekend WS in European cities, Japan, Australia.
And every year in August we conduct an intensive
1 month workshop (5 days a week, 6 h) In this
WS we work first on preparing the body, basic
movements, metamorphose on physical level, on
metaphysical level, and finally we work on a
preparation of a solo of each participant. Recently
we have opened our Studio “Space Utero” to
public with series of events on the theme of
“what is behind the movement?”, as body-mind-
space research, cultivating the wish more and
more to connect Butoh not only to music, poetry,
visual arts but also fields such as neuroscience,
new physics, medicine, psychology. We have
reached a warm and positive response from the
audience so we hope in the future we can grow
the seeds for a second Butoh wave movement
from from Japan to Berlin, from Berlin to Japan,
from Japan to the world.

(Tiziana Longo)
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15 years with buto — artistic and academic
activities of Katarzyna Pastuszak

and Amareya Theatre
Katarzyna Pastuszak (PhD)

In the past 15 years, as a dancer/researcher
and leader of Amareya Theatre I have been mostly
interested in Hijikata Tatsumi (1928-1986) and his
Ankoku buto. My PhD entitled Hijikata Tatsumi’s
Ankoku buto.——the Theatre of Body-in-Crisis
published as a book in 2014 was an outcome of
the 10 years research process that I have carried
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out in Japan and Europe chasing the shadow of
Hijikata’s concept of body-in-crisis and trying
to get to know his “notational buto” method of
training and choreographing inside out.

In this article I want to briefly outline my
and my company’s buto activities in the last
15 years in Poland, Japan, and other countries.
I want to also analyse chosen elements of my
two artistic projects, which enter into dialogue
with Hijikata’s legacy—Kantor_Traces: Collage
and Deadman Eating Watermelon. In my
discussion of these projects I will focus mainly
on the rehearsal process in which I made use
of Hijikata’s “notational buto” method for
developing movement material and juxtaposed
his main concepts with my own choreographic
approaches. This process, enabled a deeper
corporeal understanding of the complexity
of Hijikata’s codified buto that ought to be
thoroughly clarified and analysed before becoming
a source of inspiration for contemporary dancers
and choreographers. It also led us towards
developing a kind of “rhizomechoreographic-
strategy”, whichbeing a corporeal practice
combined with intellectual research—enables
bringing Hijikata’s legacy into the 21st century
transcultural performative practice.

My first encounter with buto took place in 2002
in the buto workshop led by Imre Thormann in
Gdansk. The corporeal experience of buto practice
felt to me like a certain existential way of “coming
home”, where “home” meant “my own body”.

Soon after the first encounter with buto, I
began on the one hand - researching and practicing
it and on the other hand - organising Buto Festival
in Club Zak (Gdansk) in order to bring Japanese
Buto dancers to Poland. The visits of Japanese
artists in Gdansk were a direct impulse to create a
dance company-Amareya Theatre in 2003.

Under the influence of Hijikata’s Ankoku
buto, Amareya Theatre research and practice
has turned towards the theatre of body-in-crisis,
where the body plays a crucial role of being a
critical marker. Between 2003-2018 Amareya
Theatre I have closely cooperated with such
Japanese buto and post-buto artists and theatre
companies.

In 2015, together with a group of Japanese
and Polish dancers I realised a project entitled

Kantor_Traces: Collage that turned out to be a
complex and multilayered artistic dialogue with
Hijikata Tatsumi, Tadeusz Kantor (1915-1990)
and their legacy. This dialogue was carried out
from the perspective of our contemporaneity and
so to say via colliding cultural plateaus.

We followed in the footsteps of Kantor and
Hijikata to find common points of reference for
us, artists born after 1970 and to interweave
them into the polymorphic rhizome matrix of our
creative process.

The process of developing movement
material for separate scenes was carried out using
a series of buto-fu choreographic instructions
coming from a wide array of Hijikata’s buto that
we used in order to arrive at a certain common
understanding of body and its condition/state in
the performance.

In our re-reading of Hijikata we focused
strongly on creating a performative reaction to
the global and local situation of body and subject.
It turned out to be very fertile for us to use
Hijikata’s ideas and tools as points of reference
and to link them with very different regimes of
signs and non-sign states rooted in our individual
histories/landscapes/cultures/societies. Using
elements of Hijikata’s Ankoku buto we tried to
capture the critical moment of disappearing of
the subject, strengthen and exaggerate it and
bring it to a moment of transgression in which
the crisis of the body makes the audience and
the performer experience body’s materiality/
fleshiness.

Using hijikatian tools in a critical manner
and with a proper discursive approach enabled
us to recognise the cultural specificity and
originating impulses of Ankoku buto and
Hijikata’s concept of body-in-crisis and “notational
buto”. This process, enabled a deeper corporeal
understanding of the complexity of Hijikata’s
buto and led us towards developing a kind of
transcultural “rhizomechoreographic-strategy”,
which—being a corporeal practice combined with
intellectual research—enables a new reading of
Hijikata Tatsumi’s broad and extremely complex
artistic legacy and bringing it into the 21st
century transcultural performative practice.
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