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Matsumae Kagura

Matsumae Kagura is a form of “kagura,” ancient Shinto music and dancing,

performed in the Kagura Shinpai style.
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Sou Shinpai (Bowing to the Shinto Altar)

In this opening ritual for the following series of traditional dances,
the Sou Shinpai, all performers, who are Shinto priests, bow to a
Shinto altar. First, they bow twice and clap their hands twice, then

they bow once again. This section is performed without music
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Sakaki Mai (Sacred Wand Dance)

The Sakaki Mai is the first of many dances that the chief priest of the shrine
performs. The chief priest holds a gohei, a sacred wand used to expel
impurities and sin, in his left hand and a bell in his right hand. In this dance,
which is highly regarded for its elegance, the priest quietly steps forward and
back, right and left.

This dance symbolizes the daily ritual performed by the priest inside the
tamagaki, the sacred fence enclosing the main hall of the shinto shrine. Each
morning and evening, the priest offers gohei to the divine altar to cleanse

impurities and sin.
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Fukuda Mai (Bountiful Harvest Dance)

The priest, in the Fukuda Mai, holds a gohei in each hand, bowing in
each direction and to each corner of the room in order to cleanse
impurities and sin.

This dance represents the prayers for a bountiful harvest by preventing
drought, typhoons, floods, and harmful insects. The Fukuda Mai may be
also referred to as the Ato Barai, the last dance, as it is sometimes
performed at the closing of kagura that do not include the optional Shishi

Mai dance.
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Suzu Age (Bell Raising Dance)

In the Suzu Age, also known as the Maiden’s Dance, young girls under
10 years of age dance with bells and folding fans in their hands, in what is
regarded as the most elegant dance in all of kagura.

The Suzu Age’s namesake reflects how the dancers often perform
actions involving hand-raising motions, with bells and fans in hand. These

actions represent the Divine Maiden coming to earth from the heavens.
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Niwasago Mai (Harvest Celebration Dance)

In the Niwasago Mai, two priests wear helmets adorned with chicken figures while
dancing, each holding a bell in one hand and a folding fan in the other.

Chickens are historically considered to be a bird of fortune, and this dance signifies
the happiness of married couples along with peace in the world. As the priests dance,

rice is strewn around the floor to celebrate the bountiful harvest of the country.
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Sambaso Mai (Family Prosperity Dance)

The Sambaso Mai is performed by an elderly priest, who plays the role of a short stature,
dark-skinned well-aged man with endless energy, a man who is pleased with his excellent
health and intelligent offspring. He dances hunched forward and stamps the floor in energetic
steps in a playful demeanor.

This dance celebrates the prosperity of the family and the hope for later generations to thrive.
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Rishou Mai (Life Blessings Dance)

Two priests perform the Rishou Mai each holding a bell and a fan.

“‘Rishou” means receiving the blessings of Buddha, and the performers

perform this dance to pray for the happiness of all people.

This dance is often performed on the first day of a festival, the Saikou. The

Rishou Mai is said to be the simplified version of the Niwasago Mai (Harvest

Celebration Dance).
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Yama no Kami (Mountain God Dance)

A priest imitates the movements of seafowl! to please the mountain god in
the Yama no Kami.

The accompanying musicians blow on the flutes to create high pitch sounds,
which echo the cries of seafowl, as the dancer extends his arms out to both
sides imitating the motions of birds’ flapping wings.

There are also hints of Yamabushi (mountain priest) Kagura found in this

dance.
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Kan-asobi Mai (Imperial Dance)

The Kan-asobi Mai has two priests playing the role of noblemen who use a bow and three
arrows to expel all evil spirits from the world and to return to hearts full of justice. This dance
also expresses the dignity of the Matsumae Dynasty and beckons for a world of peace.

The three arrows symbolize the common sense that all samurai warriors possess,

namely, if one arrow were to break, there would still be two others.
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Shishi Mai (Lion’s Dance)

The Shishi Mai was once a really long dance with over 12 parts; however, recently,
as the true dance is lengthy and lasts many hours, it has been shorted to just five
parts.

The dance is performed to expel spirits, wish for world peace, and bring perfect
happiness and prosperity. It is also said that the dance acts as a safeguard against

colds and other contagious diseases.
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Shime-barai Mai (Purification Dance)

In the Shime-barai Mai, paper ribbons are hung from cords dangling from the ceiling at
a specific point. With a white folding fan, the priest purifies the area by waving the fan in
each of the four directions and then toward the center. The priest then cuts the paper
ribbons with a sword to expel evil spirits and to celebrate the four seasons within this
tranquil land.

The cut paper ribbons are considered virtuous for bearing healthy children and as a

deterrent from fire disasters.
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