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For some time, I had been thinking about dancing what is called, “Rôjo no mai” (Dance of the Old Woman). For the new year in Japan, it is customary in Noh theater for the venerable old man, “Okina” and old woman, “Ouna,” to appear and dance as personifications of ancient gods.  Although it is common throughout the world, for people to perform the role of gods or celebrate them through song and dance, there is a tradition particular to Japan, in which the elderly are respected as “Oji no kami” (aged gods). That is, they exist near the boundary between life and death.  I have been interested in this for quite some time.

On the occasion of exhibiting my work, “My Grandmothers,” (a series of photographs depicting virtual self-portraits of the aged, in which young women portray themselves as they desire in fifty years time), I have decided to perform a dance entitled, “Komachi at Sekidera” (The Beauty, Komachi, at the Gateway Temple, Sekidera). 

“Komachi at Sekidera” was a Noh play first written in the 13th century, and I have arranged this to a traditional Japanese dance.  Komachi was the name of a supreme beauty a thousand years ago, and is used even today to refer to a beautiful woman.  There are numerous performances based on this legendary beauty in other Noh plays such as “Sotoba Komachi” (Komachi and a Stupa), which was restaged by Mishima Yukio.

The story of “Komachi at Sekidera” is as follows:

A monk who lives in Sekidera temple takes young children to visit an old woman nearby who tells them about the art of waka (Japanese poems).  While she speaks, they discover that she is actually Komachi, the infamous poet of incredible beauty.  Komachi is ashamed of her aged and unsightly appearance.  She is allured by the children, and eventually forgets her physical state. She remembers the past and dances.  As the sun rises, she comes back to her wretched self. Leaning heavily on her stick, she slowly returns to her straw hut. ... 

Komachi’s inner state is expressed through quiet songs and extremely slow movement.  This is called “Movement in Silence,” and is regarded as a highly difficult performance in the perfected aesthetic of Noh, and many older actors tend to dance this.

Komachi feels the transience of the world and grieves over her aged self in songs (poems) such as “ashamed of my old figure,” and “ashamed as the hundred-year old ‘Uba’ (old woman),” and recites many lines revealing her fear of death. 

Komachi’s weak body is very much different from an old woman who possesses the strength of one like the ancient goddess I wrote about in the beginning.  

If I were to seek an old woman’s dance that was filled with life, I would have no other way but to search back into a primitive matriarchal society before the introduction of Buddhism into Japan.

In the richly Buddhist-influenced Noh theater from the 13th century, “women who have aged” exist as a representation of the world as a “pathos of transience.”  

This “pathos of transience,” including oneself, refers to the notion that things in the world are bound to change, and this is one of the fundamental Buddhist teachings, which attempts to thoroughly accept this reality.  It is a worldview, a truth, and within it also lies an aesthetic.

“Komachi at Sekidera” begins with the lines, 

Wretched that I am -- 
A floating water weed,
Broken from its roots -- 
If a stream should beckon,
I would follow it, I think

Komachi herself and the world are mortal.  To embody this, even in Noh, is thought to be extremely meaningful and essential, as well as complicated. 

After much contemplation, I gradually began to take interest in dancing Komachi’s dance.  The reason is that “My Grandmothers,” “Komachi at Sekidera” does not exist in the young women’s portraits as aged women.  The sorrow and pathos of Komachi is not present. 

These Grandmothers who are alive today, are neither nostalgic of the past nor fearful of the future (death), and represent extremely clear forms of women’s desires.

Would it not be interesting to dance Komachi’s pathos of transience in front of these women?
MIWA YANAGI
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