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Creatlng Together:
The people of Shimane

engage in the Arts!

A Stroke of the Brush, the Pouring of the Soul
The Mysterious World of *Rice Paddy Art”
The Ashibue Performance Group: Food for Connected Hearts

Taiko and Community
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A Stroke of the Brush,
the Pouring of the Soul

Ying Wang

Calligraphy performances
that mix calligraphy and
martial arts are more
common in China, so as I
headed to a local high
school to gather information
on their calligraphy
performance, my curious

mind imagined what kind
of performance a combination of calligraphy and dance would be.

When I met with Matsue Higashi High School's calligraphy club, the first
thing [ saw were student members wearing T-shirts with writings that
read, “—=E A3t (Ippitsu Nyu Kon, A Stroke of the Brush, the Pouring of
the Soul),"practicing with utmost effort. I interviewed Komori, the leader
of the club. There are currently 8 freshmen, 1 sophomore, and 7 juniors
who are members of the club. The calligraphy performances apparently
started from the desire to convey their hopes for the recovery from the
Great East Japan Earthquake through “calligraphy.” 80% of the members
have taken calligraphy courses, and during their activities they usually
do calligraphy in square/standard, semi-cursive, and cursive styles.
Matsue Higashi High School’s calligraphy club would be participating in
its third competition this year; they were to compete at the “9th
Calligraphy Performance Koshien Championship,” located in Ehime
Prefecture’s Shikokuchuo City, for the first time in August.

The “Calligraphy Performance Koshien Championship Tournament
(National High School Calligraphy Performance Championship) has been
held every year since 2008 with the goal to find a new appeal in
traditional culture, and attempt to revitalize the local region through
calligraphy. “When I first heard that we were to compete in the
championship, I completely did not know what words to use to express
my happiness. Before I realized, tears of joy welled up in my eyes and I
could not hold them back.” I heard that the movements and the contents
of the calligraphy are all planned by the students. Watching the students
start with an energetic and bright greeting and then immerse
themselves in their calligraphy practice made me extremely excited to
see just what they could create.

We were able to see a live performance for the ending ceremony of the
semester. Dressed in hakama, a traditional Japanese clothing, the
students gave an energetic greeting, bowed once, and then began their
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performance. They first painted the Horio | Shimane
family crest, which depicts a weight used

for measuring (a fundo), on the middle of
the paper to the theme song of <<
“Ryomaden,”one of NHK’s annual,
year-long historical fiction television
series it broadcasts in Japan known as
NHK Taiga Dramas. Then, while dancing
to the music, they wrote “brave heart (i
L))" with a huge brush and sprinkled golden confetti. Then the music
became intense, a design resembling Matsue Castle became visible, and,

Map

the young girls wrote the following to the rhythm: “To love and protect
the nation’s treasure which was built in Matsue, where the gods reside.
This is the path we walk. With the souls of former warriors in our
hearts, we walk upon this earth and beat a path.” I think that their desire
and message to continue to protect Matsue Castle, which became a

national treasure, and let more people know about it through PR will be
understandable to everyone.

At the Calligraphy Performance Koshien Championship, the calligraphy
and performance is judged separately. Calligraphy will be judged based
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on the accuracy and beauty of the characters, as well as the layout of
the design on the paper. The performance will be judged based on the
beauty of how they write, performance level, emotion and poetic
sentiment. Komori spoke with eyes glittering with excitement and a
prideful smile: “Of course we want to win. But more than that, I want to
hear Matsue Higashi High School be called at the championship!”

I was glad to hear that Matsue Higashi High School’s calligraphy club
received the jury’s special award at the championship. I believe that
surely one day they will win first place at the championship.
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The Mysterious World of
“Rice Paddy Art”

Hye-Jung Park

Before visiting the site, I looked up various | Shimane

things about rice field art on the internet.
To someone like me who is from the city,
there are not many chances to see rice <<
paddies, and I did not have a lot of
information about the process of planting,
growing, and harvesting rice.

Apparently, “rice paddy art” are pictures

Map
created on rice paddies using white rice
that is usually used for food, as well as other rice varieties, known as
“ancient rice,” that have different colors. It is said that in Japan it began as
part of Aomori Prefecture’s efforts towards reginal revitalization in 1993.
When I searched whether or not there is rice field art, I found that an
governmental organization called the Rural Development Administration
developed technology in 2007, and from 2009 this technology was freely
given to each municipality so that they can create rice paddy art in order to
promote rural tourism and regional revitalization.
I visited Matsue City's Inbe District and interviewed Mr. Matsuura, chairman
of the Council for Inbe District Water Runoff Water Counter-measures. This
organization conducts activities to cleanly preserve Matsue’s source of
tap-water and the Inbe zone's water environment, as well as various
activities for both children and adults. As a result, it seems that Inbe’s rice
paddy art, which is now arriving at its 6th year, now functions as if it were a
regional festival, as over 100 participants gather every year to create it.
Here is a summary of the interview:

1. When did the rice paddy art project start and how is it done?
“This year we planted the rice on May 28th, and plan to harvest the rice on
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October 3rd. First, we decide the design, create a draft, and then plant the
rice according to the draft. In order to prevent the rice from falling over
during a natural disaster, we closely look over the rice over a long period of
time. As a result of the non-use of fertilizers, the growth of our rice is
becomes slower than rice grown for general sale, and it is difficult for the
rice to fall down even in the event of a typhoon.

The viewing period is from July to August.”

2. How many places are there in Shimane Prefecture where rice
paddy art is conducted?

“There is one place in Izumo city, two in Matsue, and one in Tsuwano
Town.”

3. What are the varieties of rice that are being used for this year’s
rice paddy art picture?

“We are using special rice for creating rice paddy art. Rice that have the
characteristics of wild rice that is called “ancient rice.” There are a total of 7
varieties of rice, with 6 of them being different varieties of ancient rice, and
kinumusume rice being the last. The ancient rice is from Aomori
Prefecture.”

4. Is it possible to eat the ancient rice that is specifically for rice
paddy art after it is harvested like regular rice?

“The ancient rice that is used to create a picture is less delicious compared
to rice that is grown to be eaten. Also, since we use multiple varieties, this
results in a smaller harvest. The rice is not grown to be eaten, so we give the
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rice to anyone who wants the rice after it is harvested. The rice that forms
the background of the picture in our rice paddies is actually kinsumusume
rice, which is meant to be eaten, so we give about 2 kilograms of rice to each
person that participated in the planting of the rice.”

5. What is the purpose of rice paddy art?
“Regional revitalization, as well as for many people to know how delicious
Inbe’s rice is!”

6. On things to be careful of when creating rice paddy art:

“You have to look at the rice carefully so that it grows in the pattern that
matches the design of the draft. The varieties of rice used for the picture are
different, so the growth speeds are also different, and some require more
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care than others. In order to avoid the rice falling over especially during a
typhoon or other natural disaster, avoid using fertilizer from the start to
make sure that the rice does not grow too big. The original purpose is art,
so take the precautions and measures so that the resulting picture cleanly
and clearly matches that of the draft. The amount of produced
“kinumusume rice,” which is used for the background, is small, but the taste
is exceptional. (The taste rating is 97 out of 100 points)”

7. Who decides the design?

“First we request the design from the Matsue College National Institute of
Technology. Once they provide us with the design, we look over and discuss
it before making our decision. This year, the design featured ‘Momi-kun and
Miina-Chan,” characters that represent the water and green color of the
forest development project. By the way, last year's design featured
Yoshida-kun (Shimane’s Super Ambassador). The year before that had
Appare-kun (Shimane Prefecture’s Matsue City Tourism Mascot Character).”

The day I was able see the rice paddy art for myself was June 28th, and it
was not the best time to view the art. However, it was more wonderful than
I thought it would be. Just as I was told, the work was very detailed and it
looked as if it took a lot of effort to make. Also, using the height of the
viewer'’s eye level as a reference, if you took a picture of the art from right
above it would appear narrow. However having the art created in in a way
that it changes depending on where the viewer is standing truly impressed
me and earned my respect.

If I have another chance, I would like to see it one more time, during the
time period when it is best to see it. Also, I am interested in the rice that got
a 97point taste rating. I look forward to the day when many people will
know more and more about Shimane’s delicious rice and its rice paddy art.
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The Ashibue Performance Group:
Food for Connected Hearts

Natalia Borkhodoeva

It is a simple truth that humans will lose their strength and not be able to
live if they do not eat. Don't you think that it goes without saying that food
for the heart is also something one can’'t go without? Everyone has their
own ways of nurturing their hearts, such as listening to music, being in
touch with nature, and reading books.

According to the Ashibue Performance Group that I met at Shiinomi
Theatre, Japan's smallest public theatre that is located in Shimane, plays are
food for the heart. Ashibue was created by the current art director, Ms.
Tsukushi Sonoyama, and 4 of her friends in 1966, this year being the 50th
anniversary for the performance group. The staff and the actors, with their
twinkling eyes, use theatre to tackle various issues, mainly using the
connection and communication between people, which has become weaker
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due to the continuing
evolution of information and
communication technology.
For example, they conduct
communication workshops

for students and working
members of society starting from children to teach them about concepts
such as the power of expression and cooperation. They are raising the next
generation of capable people who can create a bright future. Furthermore,
as a result of the International Theatre Festival, which started 17 years ago,
the rising level of familiarity that people outside of the prefecture (including
internationally) have regarding the region where the Ashibue Performance
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Group is located also leads to economic contributions to the region.

This time, while breathing in the relaxing, natural smell of the wooden
building with only 108 seats, we were given to chance to get a very close
look and appreciate the group practice a play called “Gauche the Cellist,”
which was written by Mr. Kenji Miyazawa, a poet and author of children’s
stories. This work, which was publicly performed by the Ashibue
Performance Group 160 times over the course of 27 years, was performed
in America and Canada, earning 6 international awards.

With the 50th anniversary of the performance group, the fifth person to
perform as Gauche, the main character, will be a woman for the first time.
Furthermore, that person lived in Moscow for seven years and studied
theatre there. When I learned this, I believed that theatre is a way to
connect people regardless of nationality. I felt that the clever ideas they
used in order for many people to understand the play, such as using music
made by professionals, simple English, and gestures to express their lines
were deeply meaningful. By thoroughly conveying how wonderful theatre
and plays are to many people, including theatre fans, you will be able to fill
their hearts while satisfying your own as well. I felt that choosing Mr. Kenji
Miyazawa's work to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the Ashibue
Performance Group was symbolic.

I was very surprised and interested to hear that there is a theatre
performance group in Shimane Prefecture that is widely using theatre for
the purpose of regional revitalization. While watching the performers
practice under strict guidance, I felt as if I had entered the world of Kenji
Miyazawa, but I look forward to just how impressive it will be on the day
that it is public performed!
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Taiko and Community

Dawn Wyruchowski

[ fell in love with taiko on an unbearably hot August evening while sitting,
entranced and sweaty, in a public gym. Rising over the constant summer
cacophony of cicadas, rhythmic drumbeats coursed through the air and
hummed through the wooden floor. The drummers, mostly women, stood
strong behind sturdy chudaiko and smaller kodaiko. They played with
captivating intensity and joy, arms striking down forcefully only to quickly rise
again with practiced grace. Vibrations rumbled from my toes to the grin
stretching across my transfixed face, and in the time-suspending grip of the
music, I was hooked.

My involvement in taiko blossomed from a beautiful stroke of luck. In August
2015, I'was one of three new Assistant Language Teachers (ALTSs) to join the
Yasugi City Board of Education. As part of moving to Yasugi and working under
the Japanese government, the three of us went to meet the city mayor. This
meeting was filmed to be broadcasted on TV, and we also gave short interviews
about our interests and plans for our time in Japan. My friend Collin expressed
interest in taiko. In the typical friendly nature of the inaka, our interviewer,
invited us along to practice with her taiko group, Amago Daiko.

Ultimately, three of us new ALTs joined Amago Daiko. As with any skill, we
learned taiko from the basics up. In this case, that meant first knowing how to
hold our drum sticks, or taiko bachi. With written guidance and now almost a
year of muscle memory and acclimatization, our little beginner group of three
can often practice accuracy and synchronicity on our own, letting the pros
work on their own pieces. In the last hour, we usually practice as a group.
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http://www.pref.shimane.lg.jp/bunkakokusai/

Because so much of taiko’s impact comes from synchronized and often
exaggerated movements while playing, this stage is vital for getting feedback
and advice on where to look, where to bring our arms, and even which
direction to lean.

Our skills were most recently put to the test during Hirose's Gion Matsuri. After
moving all the drums to our little parking lot performance area in front of the
town bank, we waited for a charming solo guitarist and adorable elementary
school dance troupes to finish before night fell and we took the stage. I took my
seat before a chudaiko situated on its side for Gion, our first piece of the night,
and before [ knew it, all our bachi came rumbling against the drums. It wasn't
as loud as I expected. The open air made for very different acoustics than in our
tiny gym. But we flowed through Gion, into Sen no Hibiki and Hayauchi as the
summer sweat poured down my face and neck. Surrounded by soft lantern
light, the savory smell of ika and yakisoba, and several familiar faces of students
and friends in our little audience, I remembered that initial high of watching this
group perform. And I felt so humbled and grateful to finally move in concert
alongside them, hoping someone in that crowd was just as moved as [ had been
almost a year earlier.

Because of Amago Diako, I now have a
supportive local group outside of
work. Their mentorship in drumming
and their fierceness in performing
inspire me as a woman and soothe the
risk of isolation as a foreigner in Japan.
More than almost anything else, taiko
makes me feel welcomed and included
here in Yasugi and in Japan.
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