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Awa Odori

by He Jufang, Frontier Research Program

Before coming to Riken, I have spent over five years in
Tokushima, an Inaka city in Shikoku island. I was working for my
Ph.D. at the University of Tokushima Medical School. Being
introduced by Dr. Keiji Tanaka, I was offerred the present position,
frontier researcher in the Laboratory for Neural Systems since last
April. Having spent ten months’ busy life here, I remenber the dear
Tokushima and “Awa Odori”, a dancing festival whenever Sunday
and holiday come. I love the place, and would like to introduce “Awa
Odori” to you.

Every summer, for four evenings in the month of August,
Tokushima is a transformed place. The otherwise quiet city wears
an unusually festive look, having geared up for one of the most
enlivening events, which has few parallels elsewhere.

In the past I have seen many festivals in many places, but Awa
Odori has made a unique impression on me. This is not only simply
because of its mammoth size in terms of people but also of the sheer
gaiety and total involvement of Tokushima residents.

Well then! How often can one find scores and scores of people, tens
of thousands of them, forming group of children, women and men
that cut across age groups? Where can one find participants decked
in appropriate happi coats and kimonos. women wearing those
special straw hats, men in hitched up kimonos marching

conceitedly through the main streets in prearranged routes? One is
sure to wonder if the whole city isn’t on the move. The very air
seems charged as the dancers stop intermittently to perform in front
of the applauding audience seated in pavilions all along the dancing
route.

There are many groups, a few semi-professionals and some
amateurs. The dance that’s seemingly synchronized, seemingly
simple yet exquisitely frail is also distinct within each group. As the
women move their hands in unison, men perform ever more tricky
pranks, all locked to the beat of soothing yet electrifying tunes amidst
voices calling “yattosa, yattosa!” As the crowd goes into raptures, no
wonder one feels like getting to his feet and jumping onto the stage.

I, for one, always grabbed any opportunity to jump onto the stage
even if it meant showing off my peculiar body movements. But then,
spontaneity goes down so well there. For me it seems that thi§ is an
occasion that offers so many things to so many people. That’s why
people wait longingly for the occasion and involve themselves so
fully. Perhaps for a typical Japanese person this dance offers a safety
valve to release the stress of his work. Of course, dance definitely
does that. For the young, perhaps, it also offers a perfect rendezvous
with the opposite sex.

In all, I was amazed at the informal mood prevailing during that
time, with everybody, in all age groups.
There is a popular song (hayashi) that goes
“The dancing fool and the watching fool are
the same fool, so let’s dance!” The common
sight of little children dancing alongside
their elders, Mothers carrying their infants
on their backs while dancing, old people in
their 70’s and 80’s taking an enthusiastic
part, all provide a feast for the eyes. That’s
the spirit of Awa Odori.

Having once experienced all this, it’s no
surprise that I say to mayself, “Oh! I love
Awa Odori! I must be there once again before
I go back China.”
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