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Puzzling out “the Gap”
: An Interpretation of the Buzen Kagura
in Terms of Anthropology of History
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Puzzling out “the Gap” : An Interpretation of the Buzen Kagura in Terms
of Anthropology of History

Surakawa Takuma

Nowadays you can see some characteristic Kagura (sacred dance) performances called
“Buzen Kagura” in the Buzen district in northern Kyushu. I had the opportunity to see a typi-
cal dance, Misaki, that means Pilot Deity, but actually an ogre, a couple of years ago. I was
strongly impressed, especially by the fierce battle between the priest and the ogre, with the
other audience. However, the leader of the Kagura group explained to us that the battle was
Leading the Way soon later. The hall was filled with quiet laughter. Laughter is generally
caused by some kind of contradiction. In this case it was pointed out that there was a gap
between a ritual performance and its oral tradition. Why did it occur? First, we focus on the
subjects that were performing and maintaining the Kagura dance exclusively. They were not
Shinto priests whom we can see nowadays, but esoteric Buddhist-Shinto priests at least in the
early Edo period. Even today we can recognize some fragments of Tantric spells in the Kagura
scripts left there. Therefore, Buzen Kagura should be seen as originally a magico-religious ritual
which was believed to accomplish some objectives, rather than as folk art. Then, we can under-
stand why frequent alterations of Kagura occurred through the Edo period. They were based
on the reactionary anti-Buddhist movements that were composed of Revival Shinto thinkers
and priests who all shared the perspective of longing for antiquity. They altered most of the
Kagura scripts without a troubled conscience to fit with The Record of Ancient Matters and
Chronicles of Japan. However, their alteration of Kagura has not been completed yet. Rather,
they left it uncompleted and could not but hand them down to people because of the ban on
dancing by Shinto priests in the early Meiji period. And this is the reason why there is a dis-

crepancy between what was performed and what was explained about Buzen Kagura.
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