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UNESCO 1is expected to soon register "Furyu-odori" festival dancing as an
Intangible Cultural Heritage, based on the recommendation of the evaluation
committee. We would like to take this opportunity to reconfirm the significance of

Japanese regional folk performing arts handed down from generation to generation.

In Furyu-odori, which includes the Bon-odori and Nenbutsu-odori dances, people
wear elaborate clothing and dance along to singing, taiko drums and flutes. It

embodies the spirit of "furyu," which means to be flamboyantly eye-catching. The
dances are filled with people's prayers for daily peace of mind, such as for protection

against disasters, a good harvest, rain, or are performed as a memorial to the dead.

The UNESCO registration will cover 41 nationally important intangible folk
cultural practices in 24 of Japan's 47 prefectures. Gifu Prefecture's "Gujo-odori," one
of Japan's three major Bon dances with a history of more than 400 years, is known for
dancing through the night for four days. The "Nishimonai Bon-odori" of Akita
Prefecture is the epitome of the Bon dance of offerings, in which people dance together

with the spirits of the dead during the Bon festival period to honor the deceased.

We hope that the registration of Furyu-odori as an Intangible Cultural Heritage
will encourage more young people to take an interest in this familiar art form, and

give impetus to efforts to pass it on to future generations.

Folk performing arts with histories measured in centuries have all survived in their
many forms despite the assault of natural disasters, epidemics, famines and wars on
the people handing them down. They reflect local conditions and history, and have

played an important part in maintaining communities.

In addition to the 41 examples mentioned above, there are countless other Japanese
regional folk performing arts and traditional events that have been passed down

through the ages. They are all irreplaceable heritage.

Many people lost their hometowns in the March 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake,



tsunami and Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant accident, but folk performing arts

provided a foundation for their communities' revival.

There are many challenges to preserving and transmitting these traditions.
Residents in local communities have been keeping them going through
intergenerational participation. But recent years have seen a serious performer
shortage, as aging and the low birth rate continue to sap the population of regional

Japan.

On top of this, large gatherings including the festivals where these dances are
performed were canceled during the coronavirus pandemic, erasing opportunities to

make them seen, heard and experienced. The passing on of skills is also in jeopardy.

Some communities are working to promote folk performing arts by teaching them
to children at schools and disseminating them online. The Agency for Cultural Affairs

is also supporting these efforts by subsidizing equipment repairs.

Folk performing arts connect people to each other, and are local treasures. How can
we preserve them? The public and private sectors should pool their wisdom to answer

this vital cultural question.

(Hi# : Editorial: UNESCO listing must spark efforts to preserve Japan's festival
dances, The Mainichi, November 7, 2022, JEXD ¥ %)
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