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Simple Body Movement with a Capella as Mechanism
of Cultural Persistence: On Modelled Animals Dancing
of the Ainu People in Northernmost Japan

Shih-chung Hsieh *

Abstract

This paper utilizes the Ainu People in Japan as subjects, describing their
animal costumes in the dance performance. I then discuss the different
meanings for the Ainu in pre-modern times and for the external audiences in
the present when facing the same dancing content. Most of the Ainu dancing
programs have a close connection to religious rituals and festivals, and almost
all animals portrayed by the people during sacred situations, such as bears,
whales, owls, and salmon are defined as god spirits. Animals have never been
neglected by humans because they guide people to understand the natural
world and serve as guides for living a proper way of life. Ainu dancing is a
sort of culture-defined body movement. The Ainu participants have touched
the deep minds of the dancers and established an inner tacit agreement to the
knowledge of the natural world. All Ainu dancing programs, especially those
related to animal themes, are characterized by brevity and accompanied by
simple capella. The typical artist community in Japan often omits the existence
of Ainu’s simple dances with short songs, allowing Ainu expressive culture to
maintain traditional patterns without the struggles experienced in Japan proper
with various art styles in dance and singing. Under the circumstances, the

Ainu have continuously maintained traditional performances. Today no matter

*Shih-chung Hsieh, Department of Anthropology, National Taiwan University.
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where the Ainu dancing performs, simplicity and brevity remain two key
elements grasped by all dancers. An animal-dress-up dance performed by the
Ainu undoubtedly constitutes a special type of organized body movement,
significantly contributing to the maintenance of the Ainu identity during the
unpleasant century of extreme assimilation manipulated by the nation-state

administration.

Keywords: mechanism of cultural persistence, body performing movement,

ancestral worship, animal-dress-up dance, the Ainu
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