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The Joy And The Horror Of
Being Alive-Butoh.
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met Kazuo Ohno (1906-2010) for the first time

shortly after arriving in Tokyo at the house of a
member of the German Embassy. After dinner was over, a
fragile figure suddenly stood up and started to move to
the music. Everybody stopped speaking and we were
absolutely entranced by seeing how this small person
filled the room with his sweet ghostly smile and spiritual
energy. The joy of being alive! That was 30 years ago and
the beginning of a long friendship and my growing inter-
est in this particular art form—Butoh.
If you could say that Zen conveys the emptiness of the
mind, Butoh conveys the emptiness of the body. Not
unlike the German “Ausdruckstanz”, Butoh undertook a
break with the rational principles of the “Moderne”. As an
antithesis to classical dance and theater and American
influence after the war on Japanese culture, Butoh danc-
ers tried to visualize the darker and traumatic aspects of
the soul-“Death bears life”.
The founding father of Butoh, Hijikata Tatsumi (1928-
1986) tried to give artistic form to a culture caught in the
dilemma of identity. The first performances of his Ankoku
Butoh (an means darkness and koku black) caused a
shudder of revulsion by stepping into territory of social
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taboo and showing the hidden side of human nature, the
shadow side of things. Butoh was said to be shocking,
grotesque, erotic, too physical and violent.

Since then, many variants of Butoh have emerged and
evolved, but all defy precise definition. Ushio Amagatsu's
Sankai Juku group, for instance, excels with beautiful
stage designs and choreographies that are very different
from Hijikata’s stages, which were bare, to concentrate on
the body’s performance, the contortions and convulsions
—the horror of being! Though Amagatsu uses the same
insignia of Butoh—bald head and white paint all over, the
aesthetics are utterly different.

There are others, like Kazuo Ohno, using elaborate
gowns, long hair and at times western music. To me,
Ohno is the dreamer of the genre, ethereal, feminine and
ecstatic at the same time. He was living to perform in front
of an audience, showing his inner world, his stories, but
did not care if his dance was understood or not, if it would
only move the spectator. Ohno believed, that “form comes
by itself, where ever there is a spiritual presence.” Even in
his old age, he would convey an innocence, which I have
never seen in any other performer. Kazuo Ohno danced at
my opening party at the German Cultural Center in Tokyo
when he was 93 years old-1 hour of “La Argentina”, his
most famous piece. Like a little bird he would jump up and
down the wooden bridge, which was part of my installa-
tion, giving me heart palpitations whenever he did so, for I
feared that he would fall. Now he is gone, 10 years later, at
103, another friend and great artist lost, but his soul is still
with me.
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