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The Heady Joys of Tradition

As is often the case with foreigners who come to live in Okinawa or
elsewhere in Japan, I am drawn to the various traditional arts which are
practiced in this country. It's more than the fact that they seem exotic to
me. Perhaps it's difficult to understand if one has grown up with ready
access to activities such as folk dance or calligraphy, but in many
countries around the world it takes a considerable effort to establish
contact with what we call "traditional culture". For example, in an attempt
to better appreciate my country's history I have developed an interest in
traditional American folk music, but I have had to study this music largely
from texts or old recordings as I rarely hear it performed live nowadays.
In an unfortunate trend, elegant traditional culture is often left along the
wayside because people find it esoteric or irrelevant to modern life.

In the International Relations Section, each year we host South
American interns of Okinawan descent who study Japanese and
Okinawan culture while living in Urasoe. One of the activities which the
interns usually participate in is study of Okinawa's traditional dance,
Rytuikyt buyo. As luck would have it, I was asked by the instructor if I
would like to participate in this year's dance course with Brazilian intern
Darcio. Having participated in an introductory dance class last fall, I
jumped at the chance to pick up my studies again.

We are learning Nuchibana at the moment. It is a lively, fast-paced
dance which is easy to appreciate even for the uninitiated such as myself.
While I can't claim to have any inborn talent for dance, I find a simple,
physical joy in concentrating to achieve a desired position or align my
movements to the flow of the music. Trying this dance for myself also
allows me to appreciate more fully the expertise of "real" dancers, those
who spend years of their lives polishing their technique to create a visual
unity between their bodies and the music they dance to. As a spectator it
may look easy, but once on stage, it's an entirely different story!

When dancing, playing music, or writing a difficult Chinese character,
there are moments of pure concentration during which one forgets
completely where they are, who they are, or what they are doing. I think
this transcendence of self and time is proof enough that the joy to be
gleaned from traditional arts is never irrelevant. I hope that the
generations who come after us will have the chance to experience this
same pleasure.
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