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33
GLOBAL BUTOH AS
EXPERIENCED IN SAN
FRANCISCO
Brechin Flournoy

Forward
Butoh. The very word has been known to elicit groans, quizzical looks, and/or ecstatic devotion.
During the 1980s and 1990s, even the most stalwart of fans identiﬁed butoh as the Dance of Darkness, made familiar by images of bald heads and physical contortions performed at an agonizing
slow pace. White, painted bodies. Silent screams. Hypnotic, indelible imagery. Self-indulgence.
Spectacle. The walking dead. Butoh was the embodiment of darkness or light capable of igniting
powerful reactions of revelation, boredom, or disgust.
When I was ﬁrst introduced to butoh in the mid-1980s, it was shrouded in myth and very,
very difﬁcult to ﬁnd. The network of teachers and artists seemed to exist underground, known
only to those who pursued butoh through a complicated network of personal connections. Most
of the teachers and artists were concentrated in Japan or Europe. In the United States, there were
a handful of butoh artists who brought the art form from Japan. For instance, on the East Coast,
Maureen Fleming taught and performed solo work in New York City; and on the West Coast
Koichi and Hiroko Tamano of Berkeley, California, taught and choreographed for Harupin-Ha,
their Bay Area–based dance company; and in Seattle, Joan Laage was teaching and performing.
Outside of these singular opportunities in the United States, a larger framework that an aspiring student could plug into and learn, simply did not exist.
My ﬁrst experience with butoh was in 1985, in Ohio. At the time, I was a peace-punk performance artist, studying contemporary dance and arts administration at Antioch College. My
teacher, Professor Dimi Reber, took us to see Sankai Juku on their second U.S. tour. The company’s timeless use of space and theatrical grandeur was a revelation. Here was something utterly
new, different, and fascinating. It was a feeling of wonder that many people experience at their
ﬁrst butoh performance.
Professor Reber later invited Maureen Fleming to teach a week-long residency at Antioch
College. Through Fleming’s instruction, we were introduced to a new interpretation of the
Mind/Body Connection – an original combination of alchemy with movement styles from
both Ohno Kazuo and Min Tanaka. For this young dancer, Maureen Fleming’s workshop was
an epiphany.
What began as my personal journey to study butoh in the late 1980s ended up manifesting
as the San Francisco Butoh Festival in the 1990s. Simply put, I wanted to study butoh and was
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unable to go to Japan, so I designed a multi-week festival in which one could learn, watch, participate in, and discuss butoh dance in a guided forum in San Francisco.
The roots of the festival were in San Francisco’s vibrant DIY (do-it-yourself ) scene of
the early 1990s. I was just out of college and self-producing dance performances with other
independent artists. The relaxed atmosphere, inexpensive living, and collection of talent in
the Bay Area was especially conducive to DIY initiatives. If you had an idea, you just had
to do it. This period bypassed the traditional performance model of producer/presenter/
artist in lieu of the artist as self-presenter model. And so, a lot of performance spaces and
art galleries popped up in people’s living rooms, garages, and loft spaces. Artists congregated
for speciﬁc projects. Community was the buzzword. Vision was our currency. Local funders
were generally supportive of these programs, which gave seed money to local arts companies
and independent spaces.
Out of this climate emerged Dance-Network (formerly d-net), an independent artist-run
organization founded in 1992 by Takami (Mochizuki Craddock) and myself. From 1992 to
1996, we produced dance concerts of our work, and showcases for others. We sponsored lowcost workshops in fundraising, publicity, and documentation to equip independent artists with
the skills essential for self-production. Our mission was to empower the artist-administrator and
to promote dialogue and practice among artists and communities worldwide.
When I took my fascination with butoh dance to my d-net partner, Takami, she hadn’t
heard of it but appreciated the connection to Japan. Unbeknownst to her, at the time, and
coincidentally, she had a personal connection to the artists of Asbestos-kan through a dance
teacher from her youth. Fortunately, Takami’s connections to Japan established our credibility with the primary artists in butoh. She traveled to Japan to meet with people, and she
worked diligently to convince people to trust our unknown project. To engage the support
of the Japanese Consulate, Takami took a book about butoh with her to a meeting with the
Consulate General.
Also signiﬁcant was Takami’s tutelage about Japanese culture. Takami schooled me in
the cross-cultural aspects of presenting our guest artists, which was quite different from
American standards. My history was in the scrappy world of performance art, punk, and the
Lower East Side. I knew how to put on a show with few resources. Takami added panache
and class to our presentation style. She translated everything and hosted artists. She alone
elevated the experience for the artists so that they would endorse our project and return to
perform or teach.
I focused my energy on the design of the festival, cultivating American partners, fundraising,
and working with critics to better understand butoh. Between the two of us, we compelled support for our project one conversation at a time. When we started out, neither one of us expected
our audacious scheme to mushroom into a 501(c)3 with an international proﬁle, a dedicated
student base, and critical acclaim.
The San Francisco Butoh Festival was launched as a one-week event; due to the overwhelming
success of the early years, the festival quickly grew to three weeks every summer. Each season,
audiences and participants saw performances in proscenium and outdoor settings; took workshops and master classes with venerable artists; discussed butoh’s history and future directions
in symposia; and (when available) performed student concerts directed by guest artists. Every
year, 1,500–2,000 people were exposed to, and directly participated in butoh dance through the
festival. Our goals were to shatter myths through education, to build bridges of communication
between artists of different cultures, and to nurture the American spirit of butoh. But where did
it all come from?
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Tapping into the zeitgeist: the roots of the San Francisco Butoh Festival
In the 1980s, Sankai Juku was perhaps the most visible butoh company outside of Japan. Sankai
Juku ﬁrst toured their breathtaking works in the United States in 1984, at the invitation of the
Olympic Arts Festival in Los Angeles. During their performance, the dancers hung from a building, suspended in the air by a rope tied around their ankles. While performing in Seattle, one
of the dancers fell to his death. This singular, tragic event ripped through the international arts
community, and further deepened butoh’s enigmatic reputation as the Dance of Darkness. When
the company toured their next piece, several years later, the audiences were considerably larger.
Three years before the launch of the ﬁrst SF Butoh Festival in 1995, I approached Bay Area
theaters with the idea of presenting butoh in their programs, and immediately ran into two
myths: (1) that audiences weren’t interested in butoh, and (2) butoh dance was all the same – slow,
painful, dark. It quickly became apparent that the genre of butoh was misunderstood and readily
dismissed by the established art world. Presenters did not see the value of taking any risks when
presenting butoh artists. Critics didn’t have a strong handle on how to write about it. Because
of its underground status, the myth of exotic Orientalism persisted. And yet, when I went to a
butoh performance I saw more people in the audience, not less. It was apparent that a mainstream
audience for butoh was growing. The San Francisco Butoh Festival was designed to ﬁll that void,
to dispel myths, and to explore the trends developing within the butoh genre.
The lineage of Bay Area butoh starts with resident butoh masters Koichi and Hiroko Tamano.
Koichi Tamano was born near the Ooi River in Shimada, Shizuoka. In 1964, at the age of 18, he
began studying butoh with Hijikata Tatsumi at Asbestos-kan. Tamano’s ﬁrst performance was
Barario (Rose Colored Dance) in 1965. He studied with Hijikata for 10 years, earning the title
“bow-legged Nijinsky.” Koichi and his wife, Hiroko, danced in Hijikata’s company in the 1960s
and 1970s before emigrating to Berkeley, California.
Since 1978, the Tamanos have been the root and foundation of the butoh movement on the
West Coast. When they emigrated to the Bay Area, the Tamanos brought with them Harupin-Ha,
a company founded by Hijikata, as well as Hijikata’s style of butoh. Per Yafonne’s interpretation of
the term, “Harupin-Ha” refers to Manchuria and literally means “a studying station from Asia
to Europe, a place of journey for mixed cultures” (Yafonne 2000). Harupin-Ha have performed
through Japan, France, Germany, Mexico, and the United States. They have collaborated with
the Japanese musician Kitaro on several occasions. Through this work, the Tamanos cultivated a
new generation of American butoh dancers infused with the unruly energy of California. Many
Bay Area artists attribute the start of their careers to the Tamanos, including Shinichi “Momo”
Koga and Inkboat, Leigh Evans, Kinji Hayashi, and Molly Barrons. Thanks to their inﬂuence, we
could tap into a ready-made audience here in the Bay Area.
Early in the process of developing the festival, Hiroko Tamano invited Takami and I over to
her home to drink tea, watch videos from Asbestos-kan, and learn about butoh. It was the ﬁrst
of many such encounters with ﬁrst- and second-generation butoh artists. We were ofﬁcially part
of the global butoh family.
If we were to bring butoh to a wider audience, it had to be done with the support of our artistic elders. The Tamanos, Akira Kasai, Yumiko Yoshioka, Akiko Motofuji, Katsura Kan, Setsuko
Yamada, and others played a guiding role in the development of the festival with information,
resources, connections, and help. In the ﬁrst festival, it was Maureen Fleming who suggested that
we add “San Francisco” to, what was at the time, just the “Butoh Festival,” thus sparking a trend
of identifying butoh festivals by city.
With the evangelical assertion that butoh is one of the most important artistic innovations
in the latter half of the 20th century, Takami and I sought out and cultivated partnerships with
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other cultural emissaries connected to Asian culture, such as the Japan Foundation in New York,
and the Portland International Arts Festival, the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco, and AN
Creative in Tokyo, Japan.
With the help and blessing of these leaders, the San Francisco Butoh Festival became a hub for
people from around the world to study, perform, and digest butoh dance. Through this network
of ﬁrst- and second-generation artists, we found and brought some of the ﬁeld’s top artists to the
United States to teach and perform. Most of the artists we presented made their American and
Bay Area debuts at the SF Butoh Festival.
In the early days of the festival, pre-internet, I (snail-)mailed promotional brochures to community centers, arts institutions, individuals, and higher education learning centers in the United
States, Japan, Mexico, Canada, and Europe. Most of the addresses were found in the back pages
of Contact Quarterly. The ﬁrst year, we didn’t know if anyone would be interested in the festival;
but then the registrations started to come in from around the world.
Takami was with the San Francisco Butoh Festival for four seasons, after which time she left
to concentrate on her own art. Takami founded MO-BU Dance, started a dance school, and
continues to teach and perform locally and abroad. Molly Barrons, a student of the Tamanos and
choreographer/performer, came aboard the San Francisco Butoh Festival as the Associate Producer after Takami left. Molly was invaluable to the continuation of the festival in every respect.
The San Francisco Butoh Festival began as a guerrilla operation, then established itself as
the premier butoh festival in the United States with funding from the National Endowment
of the Arts, the San Francisco Arts Commission, Grants for the Arts, private foundations, businesses, and individuals. The Asian Art Museum of San Francisco and Yerba Buena Center for
the Arts were two constant partners that provided key resources for our symposia and outdoor
performances.

Curating the SF Butoh Festival: themes and trends
The ﬁrst San Francisco Butoh Festival debuted in August 1995 at Fort Mason’s Cowell Theater;
scheduled to coincide with the 50th anniversary of the atomic bombings in Japan. Despite the
timing, the inaugural San Francisco Butoh Festival set out to bust two myths about butoh, namely
that all butoh was the same, and that it was a direct reaction to the atomic bombings of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, when in fact it is a more complex history.
The inaugural festival presented the work of four radically different artists. They were Koichi Tamano (Hijikata-style), Oguri (Tanaka-style),1 the classical grace of Maureen Fleming, and
butoh pioneer Akira Kasai whose style was inﬂuenced by eurhythmy. The artists performed
radically different works, taught workshops, and participated in a symposium moderated by Alexandra Munroe. The inaugural festival, with the theme “Butoh’s Prism,” demonstrated that butoh
was more individualized and complex than ﬁrst imagined. Any doubts about butoh’s appeal were
quickly dashed. We sold out the run in a 440-seat theater. On opening night people stretched out
down the 60 foot hallway out the door to the parking lot. The energy was palpable and it was
clear, butoh had arrived in San Francisco en force with all its intensity and conﬂicts.
Author Charles Boone reviewed the inaugural festival for P-Form Magazine (Winter
1995/96), wherein he captured a heated exchange during Akira Kasai’s performance of “My
Own Apocalypse.”
Any concerns I harbored about butoh lapsing so soon after its inception into a set of
too familiar practices – white body paint, grimaces – were blown away by Maureen
Fleming’s and Akira Kasai’s breathtaking performances. They broke every rule of the
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genre, demonstrated the breadth and depth of present-day butoh, and provided views
of their own electrifying artistry.
His review continues to describe a confrontation between performers on opening night.
During Akira Kasai’s performance, “one audience member who decided become part of the
show was immediately taken on as a gladly accepted participant. When someone else . . . noisily
heckled, Kasai absorbed this hostile energy, including it as part of his show.”
The exchange happened in Japanese, so only a portion of the audience understood what was
said. The heckler had shouted abusive insults and condemned the performance, saying “That’s
not butoh.” To which Kasai incorporated his fury into his uninhibited dance, proclaiming out
loud “This is my Blood. This is my Life.” The authenticity of that heated exchange was at once
exhilarating and shocking. The air was electric; clearly, we tapped into the zeitgeist of butoh,
here in San Francisco.
At the festival, we learned that like American postmodern dance and release technique, butoh
is a deeply organic art form whose central principle is to “make your own dance.” Year after year,
in the workshops, students were encouraged to shed our ideas of traditional butoh, instead asking
the question, “what is American butoh?” We learned that the very point of butoh is to encourage
iconoclastic, individual expression. We were encouraged to ﬁnd our own dance, be true to our
own spirits. And yet, within this level of self-expression, butoh is the act of “stripping all things
down to their bare essentials” (Yafonne 2000).
Leigh Evans, American butoh artist and yogini, remarked in an article published in Asian
Week that butoh
seems to express what the person is at the root, and the expression of the underbelly of
society . . . what are the things that don’t see the light of day, things that are buried?
For the Japanese, it’s like the image of the crippled rising from the mud. The images
for Americans are totally different. We have a different set of circumstances . . . butoh
allows me to go deeply inside of myself and listen, and allow the yearnings, desires, and
experiences to come forth in a way that none of the other forms I’ve worked with have.
Yafonne 2000
Like some American postmodern dance and release technique, butoh relies on imagery to source
movement, and places equal importance on the inner sense of movement and precise physicality.
SU-EN, a Nordic butoh artist and guest in our 2002 festival, described her process:
In my work I always focus on the body as a living body, an organism and a living
material. This body will be transformed, and this starting point for movement . . . The
challenge of the body – mental, physical, and existential – is the tool. The pain must be
real; the pulling of gravity must be real. I am deeply devoted to the quality of movement
and the true experience of the body.
Yafonne 2002
The San Francisco Butoh Festival artists came from Japan, Thailand, Mexico, Argentina, Sweden,
Germany, Canada, and the United States. Each artist brought new complexity to the deﬁnition
of butoh with their challenging, and often breathtaking dances, making it difﬁcult to generalize
what butoh was, and is. Their performances demonstrated that butoh is a spirit; an energetic
force bound and released with exquisite physical control. Butoh is dynamic, ugly, transcendent,
powerful, enigmatic, funny, absurd.
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Flournoy.

Images from the 1995, 1996, and 1997 San Francisco Butoh Festival. Courtesy of Brechin
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Akira Kasai, Katsura Kan, Yumiko Yoshioka, Setsuko Yamada, Anzu Furukawa, Diego
Piñon, and Hiroko Tamano became the core curricular teachers – as it were. All the teachers
we featured at the festival were outstanding. To name only a few seems a disservice to them,
especially since many other people contributed their expertise to the event; however, there
were some teachers whose style and movement language resonated deeply with our participants. The teachers were also invested in helping us to create our own style of butoh.
These artists could see the seeds of something growing here, and so gradually, as the seasons
progressed, the festival started to include more opportunities for younger artists to showcase their
own choreography, and to perform with established artists. For example, in 1998, Akira Kasai
directed Takami, Megan Nicely, Kristin Leith, and myself in Exusiai, which was presented in
partnership with Yerba Buena Center for the Arts. Katsura Kan returned to the festival several
times to teach and perform. In 2001, Kan directed several Bay Area artists that studied with
previous Butoh Festival workshops to perform a group piece on the mainstage. Anzu Furukawa
taught choreography study. Setsuko Yamada directed a student performance. Hiroko and Koichi
Tamano directed a student choreography that performed for free on Ocean Beach.
One thing we understood is that butoh is not a ﬁxed entity. It is in constant evolution. And so,
as the festival evolved, and our collective knowledge deepened, my curatorial strategy shifted from
historical inquiry to the cultivation of advancing participants from the classroom to the performance space. In search of transcendent performances, the San Francisco Butoh Festival sought to
curate the top butoh artists, as well as to nurture emerging talents, and to grow the American spirit
of butoh (although Akira Kasai, asserted – in his classes, and in personal conversation – that “hiphop was American butoh”). Every festival and event was considered from a strategic point of view
and incorporated indoor and outdoor locations, large and small venues. As a dance student, myself,
I was particularly interested in creating a space that encouraged experimentation and total immersion in butoh. In addition to the performances, there were symposiums and week-long workshops
and master classes. Every year, the festival had a free, outdoor performance. These curated events
frequently featured the professional artists in our student base. Additionally, we commissioned local
artists to collaborate on performance installations to expand our reach in the public’s imagination.
Each year, the festival focused on a different theme to more fully explore the history, inﬂuences,
and future of butoh. The 1996 Women in Butoh festival featured Akiko Motofuji, Setsuko Yamada,
Hiroko Tamano, and Saga Kobayashi performing original works before a rapt audience. Motofuji’s
work in the San Francisco Butoh Festival was named one of the Top 10 Dance Performances of the
Year in the San Francisco Chronicle. This recognition marked a change in how butoh was perceived. No
longer a fringe element in the Bay Area art world, butoh was recognized as a major artistic development
alongside performances by the San Francisco Ballet and other high-proﬁle dance artists. In addition
to performances at Fort Mason’s Cowell Theater, we held a symposium at the Asian Art Museum, a
panel discussion with the artists, and a screening of short ﬁlms from the Tatsumi Hijikata Archives. At
the Kabuki Theater (co-sponsored by San Francisco Cinematheque and the Asian Art Museum), we
held another ﬁlm screening from the Tatsumi Hijikata Archives, introduced by Motofuji.
The 1997 festival, entitled German Arts and Culture in Butoh, featured Akira Kasai and
Yumiko Yoshioka in her American debut. The Asian Art Museum once again hosted a symposium, co-sponsored by the Goethe Institut, with keynote speaker Sondra Fraleigh, as well as
a panel discussion moderated by Yukihiro Goto with Akira Kasai, Yumiko Yoshioka, Delta Ra’i
founder of Tatoeba Theatre-Danse Grotesque (Germany), and screenings of ﬁlm excerpts from
the Tatsumi Hijikata Archives.
Global butoh was the theme of the 1998 festival, which brought Katsura Kan from Thailand,
Yan-Shu, Masahide Omori, and Abe “M” aria from Japan, Gustavo Collini Sartor from Argentina, Diego Piñon from Mexico, and Kokoro Dance from Canada.
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Figure 33.2
Flournoy.

Images from the 1998, 1999, and 2000 San Francisco Butoh Festival. Courtesy of Brechin
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In the wake of the global butoh program, two honors were achieved that marked the ﬁrst
time butoh had been recognized by the critical community. I was awarded the San Francisco
Bay Guardian GOLDIE Award for Dance – one of two dance artists awarded for 1999. And the
prestigious Isadora Duncan Dance Committee bestowed an award for “Sustained Achievement
in the Arts to the Festival” in recognition of our contribution to the arts. This marked the ﬁrst
time, the IZZIEs recognized butoh, and its role in dance history. Since then, local butoh artists
have been more readily included in the IZZIEs: Koichi and Hiroko Tamano were recognized
with a Sustained Achievement Award in 2005 and Shinichi Koga’s INKBOAT has been awarded
several IZZIEs over the years.
The 1999 festival, Butoh Bash & Video Café, included a full-day marathon of butoh performances with Bay Area and U.S.-based butoh artists and companies such as Leigh Evans, Judith
Kajiwara, and Dappin’ Butoh. The Video Café showcased a large collection of curated video
performances on a loop. Anzu Furukawa and Koichi Tamano and Harupin Ha also performed.
In 2000, the focus was on group works in butoh. Featured artists were VERWANDLUNGSAMT,
Anzu Furukawa’s German company, HARUPIN-HA, and Setsuko Yamada. Also featured were
new works by Leigh Evans and Shinichi Momo Koga.
Ironically, while butoh was enjoying growing popularity in the United States, butoh was
declining in popularity in Japan. It was considered old fashioned, and audiences were dwindling.
During the evolution from one generation to the next, Japanese artists eschewed the butoh label
and referred to their work as “Contemporary Japanese Dance,” “New Wave,” and “Post-butoh.”
Younger, predominantly Japanese artists had taken the lessons of butoh and gone on to create
their own style of dance with elements of American pop culture and hip-hop into their art. This
was most evident in the performance of Abe M’aria, whose raw, visceral energy was purely physical – no story, just energy – and in Nibroll, a multi-media collective from Tokyo, Japan. The traditional images of butoh were blown apart by coherent/incoherent, chaotic spurts of pure force.
As a curator, I had many discussions with artists and critics about how to present this evolution
to American audiences, who were still embracing traditional butoh and had a different understanding of the term “contemporary dance.” These discussions were reﬂected in the 2001 festival
theme, “Japanese New Wave and Traditional Butoh.” I balanced the audience’s expectations by
presenting artists who excelled at the classical style of butoh, while creating daring new programs
that posed questions about butoh’s artistic future. The festival featured Op.Eklekt (Kyoto), YanShu (Tokyo), NIBROLL (Tokyo), a solo performance by Kei Takei alongside “classic” butoh by
Katsura Kan and Diego Piñon. We also held discussion with the artists about the future of butoh
in Japan, and its inﬂuence on other artforms, moderated by Yukihiro Goto.
The 2002 festival with the theme Classic to Contemporary highlighted three sub-themes. “Past
to Future: Women in Butoh” featured SU-EN (Sweden), Kathy Rose (ﬁlmmaker/animator, New
York), and Hiroko Tamano. “American Butoh: New Visions” included Ledoh’s SALT FARM (SF),
Michael Sakamoto (LA), P.A.N (Seattle), Shinichi Momo Koga (Berkeley), Molly Barrons (SF), RK
Corral (LA), Megan V. Nicely (SF), Kinji Hayashi’s HUMAN SEWING MACHINE (Oakland), and
Helena Thevenot (Miami). “American Butoh II,” a series of free, outdoor performances included
Dean Street Foo Dance (NY), John Doyle’s Medicine Wheel Dance Project (Sausalito, CA), Deborah Butler (MA), Red Junk-et Butoh Company (UT), and Julie Bectum Gillum (NC).
To summarize, the curatorial trajectory of the San Francisco Butoh Festival began with the
individuality of the ﬁrst- and second generation-butoh artists. Then progressed to showcase
younger Japanese artists working with “post-butoh” ideas, and ultimately, in our ﬁnal season, the
festival put a spotlight on the evolution of American butoh. The questions we posed changed
from “What is butoh?” to “What is the future of butoh? Does it exist anymore? If so, how does
it speak to us?”
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Figure 33.3 Images from the 2001 and 2002 San Francisco Butoh Festival. Courtesy of Brechin Flournoy.
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Popularizing butoh in the United States
Once established, the San Francisco Butoh Festival was recognized by the media, funders,
and artists to be the largest and most inﬂuential butoh festival – the de facto center for butoh
in the United States. We pushed the understanding of butoh and its signiﬁcance forward in
many ways.
From 1995 to 2001, we were the only annual butoh festival of its kind in the United
States and the sole American presenter that provided consistent training with master artists.
Over the course of eight seasons, 105 dancers from around the world performed on our
stages for thousands of people. We connected an international community of practitioners
and enthusiasts by making butoh more accessible and by strengthening the connections
between students and teachers with which students had a strong rapport. To achieve this,
Dance-Network produced 2–3 technique and performance workshops per year, in addition
to the annual festival.
Dance-Network became a recognized authority on butoh dance, and the “go-to” organization for information and referrals. Major performing arts institutions such as the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts and media outlets, including international publications,
and the New York Times, utilized our expertise to connect them with artists and ideas about
butoh. We coordinated tours for butoh artists to universities and art festivals internationally.
We inspired similar butoh festivals in Portland, Oregon, Seattle and Olympia, Washington, San
Diego, New York, Thailand, and other places. Sixty percent of our students and audience traveled to San Francisco to participate in the festival. The students ranged from beginning dancers to
non-dancers to professional artists. They came from every region of the United States, Canada,
Latin America, Europe, and Asia. Each year we saw a growing percentage of students return on
a regular basis to continue their studies in butoh and then take the information back to their
communities and students. It was a proliferation that lasted for the eight years, and continues
to resonate.
Through our program, we took butoh out of the shadows and made it accessible to a great
many people. Through one-on-one discussions and symposia, we educated the audience and
media to look at butoh in a critical way, beyond prejudices and assumptions. Through ongoing
cultivation of funders and donors, we assigned monetary value to butoh and challenged the myth
that butoh was a fringe art form unworthy of support.
Many of the bonds that were formed through the festival carried into the 21st century, long
after we closed our doors in 2002. The legacy of the San Francisco Butoh Festival is found in the
connections that remain between artists, students, and presenters to this day. For the past decade,
international butoh artists have continued to teach and perform in the Bay Area. Bob Webb’s
“Bay Area Butoh” continues to stoke the ﬂame with open showcases for butoh artists several
times a year. The Thailand Butoh Festival just celebrated its 15th season. While discussing butoh
and its past, present, and future with Akira Kasai, he made a statement in a private conversation
that sticks with me to this day: “butoh is not an art form; it is a phenomenon. It moves around
the world and lands in the place where people need it most.”
Rachel Howard, dance critic for the San Francisco Examiner, wrote,
Year after year, the festival had seldom been less than mind-blowing. It’s brought
together Japanese greats and American upstarts, and looked at this difﬁcult-to-deﬁne,
post-WWII form from some surprising angles, turning up links to German Expressionism, say and venturing into the relatively uncharted terrain of “post-butoh.”
Howard 2002, 20A
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Brechin Flournoy

Everything must come to an end
After nine major productions and numerous smaller projects, the San Francisco Butoh Festival
shuttered its doors in 2002. Initially I had wanted to end the Butoh Festival and re-open the
festival with a different title that better reﬂected this new evolution in arts. However, the political
climate in post-9/11 America made it difﬁcult and expensive for foreign artists to come to the
States. At the same time, the Bay Area economy was ravaged by the ﬁrst dotcom boom that ushered in a wave of gentriﬁcation. The sudden inﬂux of new money pushed the real estate prices
up, leading to the closure of many theaters, rising expenses, and a mass exodus of local artists to
other cities and countries. It was time to let the festival energy move to a new place, where it is
needed most.
We cracked some thick glass ceilings. Due to general misunderstandings about butoh, prior
to our work, the critical community didn’t consider butoh to be on a par with classical dance or
other well-known dance companies, with the exception of Sankai Juku. Butoh performances
were difﬁcult to get reviewed. Foremost among the challenges was convincing critics that butoh
wasn’t a fringe artform that appealed only to a few. Our large houses helped to change their
perception about butoh’s popularity, as did the ongoing discussions with critics.
As the Founding Director and Curator, I consider myself the gardener in this larger story
about the butoh tree. Through the San Francisco Butoh Festival, we succeeded to bring butoh
out of the shadows and to connect the international community in an indelible way. Years after
the Festival’s closure, new butoh festivals are being planned around the world; artists and students
are connected across international borders; a new generation of contemporary dance artists and
butoh artists are emerging. It is a beautiful thing to see.

Note
1 At the time of the festival, these artists were self-identifying as butoh artists. Only later did the post-butoh
conversation come up. How they present themselves now is beyond my experience.
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