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Dance of the Realm

he professor is dancing. With a kind of
dignified gusto, he leans into the music,
the moonlight catching in his white
hair, his bent knees taking up the strain

as his sandaled feet palpate the ground
and his bare arms carve almost visible

waves in the dense air. He is a heavyset
man who moves like an athlete. Wrap-
ped around his waist and torso is a
green, black, and gold-striped Asante
robe, a long rectangle of cloth with one
corner thrown over his left shoulder.

W hen his fluid but vigorous body move-

ments shake this corner loose, he flings
it back over his shoulder without miss-
ing a beat; the gesture becomes part of

the dance. = %

“Professor Albert Mawere Opoku is
seventy-six years old. He is dancing to
the music of a small group of musicians
in the garden behind the Hotel Georgia
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Thirty years ago the professor founded
Ghana’s national dance ensemble. He
has taught at universities in Ghana and
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in the United States. For the last month
he has been helping to organizea major
festival of his people at the palace
sante (pronou wced ah-Shan-ti).
professor is making eye contact with
the group’s lead drummer, a man who
has been playing three drums more or
less simultaneously. In response to the
professor’s glance the drummer picks up
the pace, adding yet another layer to the
intricate mix of percussive patterns that
speak to dancers in a language under-
stood by all those who participate in

* Asante culture. “You're looking good so

far,” the drumming seems to say, NOW
let’s see what you can do with this.”
And the professor, his joy transparent,

responds with his whole body.
During a break in the music Professor

Opoku chats with the leader of the
group, a musician and composer named

r Eaes X . )
Ko'Nimo. The word is that tomorrow s

festival will bring together more than
fifty thousand Asante from all over
Ghana to reaffirm their identity asa




people. Ko Nimo acknowledges “the
prof” as his mentor, referring to him as
“a library on fire"tbecause he is one of
the last of his generation with a compre-
hensive knowledge of Asante traditions.
The professor, Ko Nimo says, comes
from an Asante clan with close ties to
the palace: “He knows who we are and
what made us. He wants to make sure
that all this outlives him:" "

One of the Asantehene’s proudest
titles is “master of the music and the
drums,” which is another way of saying
“master of the dance,” since drumming
and dancing are all but synonymous to
the Asante. Drums in Ghana come in
all shapes and sizes and tonal variations,
but the largest and most impressive,
called fontomfrom drums, are the per-
quisites of chieftaincy. If, as the Asante
say, “drums are what make a chief,” the
deep-toned fontomfrom is the chief of ¢
drums. Fontomfrom drums may be
playable for more than a hundred years.
Each is hollowed out from a single, care-
fully seasoned tree trunk and stands
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about five feet tall with finely carved
fluting all around like a Greek column.
Stretched across one end is a thin slice
of elephant ear whose tension is con-
trolled by wires attached to seven wood-
en pegs. The drumsticks are cut from
springy branches, with short tips that
slant back at a forty-five-degree angle.
Fontomfrom drums are used for war- *

" rior or heroic dances. In the hands of

accomplished drummers, they can be
made to “talk.” The Asante language
is one of a family of west African lan-
ouages that use pitch to distinguish
meaning. By thythmic and tonal mimic-
ry the drummer can carry on an elabo-
rate dialogue with the dancer, who
may be a member of the Asantehene’s
entourage, a lesser chief who has come
to pay homage to the Asantehene, or
the Asantehene himself.

At one time, being a good dancer was
one of the qualifications for election to
the post of Asantehene. The king of the
Asante is expected to dance before his
people on certain occasions Ecgﬁgisoplai 7

‘his royal virtues and to h
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history. In one dance, the fontomfrom
beats out a challenge heard and under-
stood by all: “Some men fight, some
run away. W hich kind of man are you?”
The Asantehene responds with a chore-
ographed display of strength and virility
that says, “Try me and see!” He jumps
in the air, hops on one foot then the
other, shifts his weight from side to side,
plants his left foot and pivots around it,
stamps the ground. He extends his right
arm in a sweeping gesture whose mean-
ing is clear: “You are my people; I gather
you all together.” Then he clenches his
richt hand into a fist and brings it down
on top of his left hand, which signifies
“I sit on you, I am your chief.” His ©
movements, while energetic, are never
hurried or jerky because, as the profes-
sor says, “a king is more majestic when
he moves slowly, elegantly. [t was the
same at the court of Louis XIV."

For his most impressive entrances the
Asantehene rides in a palanquin woven
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tors who are also the heroes of Asante




of wicker and carried by members of

his court. But this does not hinder his
dancing since in west Africa, as in most
of the world, dance involves the whole
body. Seated in his palanquin, the ‘
Asantehene dances to remind his peo- *
ple of the victories that he and his |
ancestors have won, béginning with the
Asante war of independence against the

kingdom of Denkyera in 1700. Holding

a sword in his right hand and a musket

in his left, he mimes an entire campaign
in which the Asante, dividing their
army into three columns, confused the
Denkyera with deceptive maneuvers,
feigning attacks on first one, then the
other flank, before striking a decisive
blow where the enemy was weakest.
Staring first to the right, then to the
left, the Asantehene rears back in the
palanquin before thrusting his upper
body forward and slashing out with
his sword.

Dancing at court is not the Asan-
tehene’s responsibility alone. Chiefs at
every level maintain ensembles of drum-
mers and dancers to do honor to their
own position and to pay homage to
those higher up in the hierarchy. And
theoretically, anyone can step out of the
~crowd and dance be “' v
critical standards are high; a dancer who
fails to live up to them—by making an
inappropriate hand gesture or by failing
to bare his shoulders in respect or by.
thrusting the pelvis forward and back-
ward in a lascivious manner instead of
moving it decorously from side to side—
may fall victim to “*drum censorship.”
Suddenly, in midbeat, the drummers
cease playing. In the awful silence, the
inadequate dancer has no choice but to
shrink back into the crowd and make
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ore the court. Bur =

|
way for the next soul brave enougn

try his or her best before the caretak:
of Asante culture.

In the history of its people, the cour
of the Asantehene—Ilike other royal
courts around the world—has been
a center of power, patronage, and ¢
pageantry. W herever rulers have gained
dominion over large territories and large
numbers of people, communities of the
talented and ambitious have sprung up
to help them rule. These communities
were typically organized in a pyramid of
power, with the ruler in the royal palace
at the top and his or her ministers,
advisors, retainers, and hangers-on
arrayed in more or less clearly defined
ranks below. In one sense, all these
courtiers enjoyed a life of privilege,
abundance, and leisure; wealth was
one index of a ruler’s power, and life at
court was often a lavish round of feasts,
sports, and other pleasurable activities.
But in another sense, a courtier was
always on duty. In the days when a posi-
tion at court was both a mark of royal
favor and a badge of authority over
the less fortunate, @' courtier’s clothess

speech, manners, and bearing attested ¢

to his or her status at all times. Indeed,
virtually every event at court, each
solemn ritual, each entertainment,

was an occasion to demonstrate rank.
On many of these occasions, dancing
of some kind was'central to the display+
of power. Dancing at courts everywhere
tends to be'deliberate; dignified; mea="
sured, hierarchical; training is required
to-do it properly, and, throughout histo-
ry, public embarrassment (or worse)
has awaited those who fail to meet the
court’s high standards.

Most of the courts that once deter-

nined the destinies of enire peoples
nave either vanished entirely o lost
their hold on the levers of power
>ome—Ilike the Asantehene's coyr In
Ghana, the royal courts of central Jayy
and the emperor’s court in Japanshav,e
survived the transition to other forms of
government because the ideals of helygy.
lor embodied in their court rityg]s Came
to be viewed as emblems of 5 cultural,
even a national, identity. In other cases
courtly ideals survived the demise of thé
court itself; this is what happened ip
Western Europe where the court dances
of the kings of France evolved fropm

an instrument of political control to
become the basis of theatrical and socig|
dancing in the West; long after the fa]]
of the Bourbon dynasty, the legacy of
elegant movement passed down from the
ballrooms of Versailles can be seen on
ballet stages throughout the world.

A thousand miles north of Kumase,

at about the time the Asante were
banding together to throw off the yoke
of the Denkyera, a courtier at Versailles
described the shattering embarrassment
of a young man who had suffered the
French equivalent of drum censorship:
“This young man, who up to then had
attended court little or not atall . . . had
been asked if he danced well and had
replied with a smugness that made
everyone eager to find fault. They were
satisfied. He lost his countenance at the
first bow: He was out of step from the
start. He tried to hide his mistake by
drooping to one side and waving his
arms: This proved even more ridiculous
and prompted laughter which soon
came in bursts and then turned to jeers




despite the respect owed the presence
of the King, who could hardly keep
from laughing himself. The following
day, instead of fleeing or keeping silent,
he claimed that the presence of the King
had upset him, and promised to outdo
himself at the ball to follow. . . . As soon
as he began to dance at the second ball,
everyone stood up pushing to see, and
the jeering grew so loud that it led to
clapping. Everyone, even the King,
laughed heartily, and most of them ex-
plosively, in such a manner that | doubt

whether anyone else ever suffered the
like. After that, he disappe yred, and did
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quite literally around the dance floor.
The use of dance as an instrument of
political power in Europe had roots in
the court spectacles of fifteenth-century
Renaissance Italy. The newly invigorat-
ed study of classical literature provided
mythical characters who were immedi-
ately recognizable to educated audiences
and endlessly adaptable stories that
could be recast into allegories with
contemporary significance. The specta-
cles performed at the courts of [talian

- princes came to be called balli (from the
“ralian word for “dance,” ballare). Like

all such entertainments, the balli

~r.re

required enormous expenditures of time

QiR o
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ney; the talents of painters, set
sts, and dancing masters were brought
spether to produce a spectacle that

o aver be repeated after a single

» dancers were

Lowis XIV may have started comung to his
father's hunung lodge at Versailles m 1661,
when he was twenry-three years old. The
renovations that created the grand chateau
we know today were begun m 1668, when
Pierre Patel pamted this bird’s eye view m
which the king’s camage, followed closely
by the queen's, is seen armiving for a visit
At this time the chatean was sull a modest
country estate; it had about twenty rooms

and a dormitory for men

73



The Ballet Comique de la Reine (1581)

at the Lowvre 1s considered to be the first court
ballet. [t was choreographed by Balthasar de
Beawjoyeulx, an [talian violnist, composer,
and choreographer, who came to Paris with a
group of violinists about 1555, and made a
career of organizing fetes at the court. He

became a personal servant to Catherine de
Médicis
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courtiers whose participation in these
extravaganzas was a public display of
their own status as well as an acknow!.
edgment of their dependence on the
prince of the realn® To succeed at court,
a man of ambition had to be as accom-
plished in dancing as he was in riding,
fencing, and fine speech. The proper
bearing for a courtier, according to
Baldassare Castiglione, who wrote the
book on it (Il Cortegiano, 1528), was to
“preserve a certain dignity, albeit tem-
pered with a lithe and airy grace of
movement.”

Like Renaissance music, painting,

and literature, dance evolved under the

stimulus of the new humanistic scholar-

ship. Dance manuals with detailed
instructions on how to performthe |
new, complex ballroom dances began ta
appear as early as 1444. Some of the
postures that courtiers struck in the

court spectacles consciously imitated =
models from classical sculpture. The

taste for elaborate court spectacles,

along with the know-how to produce
them, was brought to France by

Catherine de Médicis, daughter of the
pageant-loving Lorenzo II, duke of e

Urbino. In 1533 she married the man =Y
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who was to rule France from 1547 to ;5

1559 as Henry II; after his deathshe
» : . : ’: g

remained a power behind the throne for

another thirty years during the reigns of:

) -

her three sons. It was an era of dynastie
religious, and civil wars. Legiti nacy was
in the eye of the beholder. No prince

v
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with pretensions to greatness could
afford to maintain a less lavish cou
than his rivalseln-a competitive:
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teenth century little distinction was
made in Europe between what we call
theatrical and social dancing. By the
age of two the future Louis XIII could
already do “all sorts of dances to the
music of a violin™; at four-and-a-half he
‘donned a mask “to dance a ballet” for

"his father. The pressures of ruling did
not dim Louis'’s enthusiasm for dance.
After succeeding to the throne in 1610 i
the king undertook a number of roles,
noble and comic, male and female, in
ballets de cour that he himself helped
write.

His son, the future Louis XIV, was
similarly groomed to take his place in
the center of the dance floor; gossips

- ina circle signified noted that the young Louis loved danc-
,s?;ﬁ\yematmg wi ing so much that he spent more time at
hﬁcs of music and SONgS, decla:med his dancing lessons than his grammar
lessons. He was four years old when he

cucceeded his father as king in 1643; Ris
widowed mother was regent, but for the
next eighteen years the real power in
the land was the prime minister,
Cardinal Jules Mazarin, who also super-
vised the young king's education. In
1649 opposition to Mazarin’s policies
took a violent turn, the mob took to the
~ streets, and the court, with the young
kmg in disguise, fled Paris. Once the
bellxon against the regime was sup-

re ;\ , Mazarin orchestrated a court
‘ 't e demgned to impress all of
but cspeqally the tcstwe

cles, which in France were known as
~ballets de cour. '
S5 The sp ectacle that set the standard
for all subsequent ballets de cour wa
the “Ballet Comique de la Reine,” ;
which was staged for a royal wedding at
VLK?. on October 15, 1581, dunng
.l' reign of Catherine's son Henry I1I.
“*"% eful to be chosen for a part,
courtiers rehearsed for as long as two
weeks under the eye of the king’s danc-
ing master. Combining steps also used
in the ballrooms of France and Iraly,”
they worked_ thglr wav through cmnplcxi
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"o'fFiance as nu more t an
‘among eqmls" atop the feudal systemy

performed at court during Carnival
season in February 1653. Among his

roles, which he repeated six times In
succeeding weeks, was Le Roi Soleil

(The Sun King), ag:und whom masked
courtiers circled like so many planets
revolving around the sun in the still
controversial cosmology of the late
Nicolaus Copernicus.

Of course, the young Louis was actu-
ally portraying Apollo; the Greek god
who had passed into the allegorical con-
ventions of Christian Europe. But the
intent of the symbolism was lost on no
one: to the end of his reign Louis XIV
was apostrophized as the Sun King,
and he lived his life as if the universe
revolved around him. “In exercising a .

~totally divine function here on ean:h, 47
" he wrote in his memoirs, “we must ap-
ar incapable of rurmoils which could
“debase it."
What Loms dld in pmctlce was to

Louis built a number of elegant palaces
where his world might do him hom age,
but the central temple of the Sun ng
cult was Versailles, which he construct- o
edina drained swamp eleven miles
southwest of Paris, at a safe distance
the fickle mobs of the capital.

“J--‘Q ~ x

new city was created to house the
nty =1h00mnd people attached to

g, fougt for the privilege of l\vmg In the

palac,e itself, which had apartments for

»f Gat i) ). Fourte ,.,;,,»,«., s lat- !'fff ‘»‘"a tho_usand titled gentlemen and ladies

e £t ...n"'lf"—‘* -

i .eandvsome four thousand servants. And
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Opposite: The f«'n.crtecn')carfv';u Lowis XIV as Le Rot
Soleil (The Sun King) in Le Ballet de la Nuit, per-
(ormed at court during Carmival season in February
1653 Although this was the role that came (o symbolize
his reign, he also danced other parts in courl ballets,

ller. a village maid, and a

ncluding a gypsy fortune te
monkey

Thus page: The choreography of large groups need not
he limited to dancers. Louis XIV's “Grande Carrousel”
(left) celebrated the birth of his son, the Dauphm, m
1662, and pave the Place du Carrousel m Pans s
name. The festivities, seen here in a contempoTary
painting, mvolved hundreds of horsemen nidimg in care-
fully designed formations The Tuileries Palace, in the
background, was destroyed by fire n 1871. Court
spectacles that are direct descendants of the Grande
Carrousel are still found m Evrope. An example is this
military tattoo in front of Edmburgh Castle (below) .
In the United States, holiday parades and pageants like
the half-time festivities at football games carry forward
the tradition of mass choreography established m the

Renaissance courts of Europe.
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In the branle (left), which opened all formal court hals before the
eighteenth century, couples joined a linked line 1 ordpy of social
rank, with those of highest rank coming first. In the danses 3 de
that followed, one couple danced at a time before the Critical emux
of the assembled guests. This engraving, by Israel Silyestr, in the

second half of the seventeenth century, shows a brane at the
Louvre.

The allemande (below left), a sixteenth-century cour dance prohg.
bly originating in Switzerland and Germany, was characterized by
a figure in which the gentleman tumed the lady under his grm and
vice versa. This is an illustration from Simon Guaillame's danc'ing
manual of 1770. The allemande step familiar from American
square dancing may have been suggested by this dance.

Jean Ballon (1676-1739; below right) began choreographing the
ballets of Lows XIV from about 1700. Before then, he had been 4
dancer and, since 1691, a member of the Panis Opéra Baller It was

Ballon who choreographed the ballet tn which Marie Camargo made
her debut in 1726.
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| ptxon at the French court for
v of Henry I11, in a paintng
A M unknown artist. The couple
S LA
An Ui ;«;,}? " 5 0

AN

In the 0 the left is dmumg a lwely volta,

e \
in which th llfL! the
in which the man lifts the woman
: ;§’:. - '~=-' ", . "'-";\ ‘ 4“' “‘ - ""‘ '... :‘-.-". 7 l"l v | : . O :

huenough to took his last recorded turn around a est ranking)lady, and so on down the
| ballroom floor. social ladder.

While the king was in residence at In Louis'’s youth, the dance that
Versailles and no war claimed his atten- followed the branle was the solemn
ti n, he hosted as many as two or three e and dignified courante, his favorite,
alls a we "'k fl'he protocol governing whose varied figures he practiced several
1ese socnaf occasions was as rigid as the hours a day and, according to an early

laws govermng the planetary orbits that eighteenth-century dancing master,
'v'jgg nnes Kepler had worked out at the “danced . . . better than any member of
his Court, and with a quite unusual
AT Pt nvariably opened w ;{Jw double-fil leigs “grace.” The machine of fashion that was
. \’,MM wdid  dancek ,,e abrar 1 »Jin which the the French court required regular infu-
TIVER Iy o up ~ehind the ing, the wom- sions of novelty; as many as four new
‘up behind the queen, and the dances were introduced each year.
~company circled tl u* one couple By the 1690s a new genre of formation
 afterana W. - was 50 st ctly dances known as con 15es/( possibly
anyone obs erving t he' adapted from English models) were pop-
ediately who st -‘ above ©  ular. Resembling the reels and square
atcourt. e 1W é;tnday in form, they allowed  ©
3 qgiw‘ﬂ as 'foﬂaweﬂ 5" ihe ﬁrst: ‘ iree, or more couples to take the
f the dans tme.’
Meanwhlle. the minuet,"a name
| from the French for
m:l the courante as 4
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The five positions of the feet seen m this
early diagram are the foundation of classical
ballet technique. Based on the turnout of the
legs first defined m 1588, the five positions
were codified at the end of the seventeenth
century by Pierre Beauchamps, Lows XIV's
dancing master.

__.:; f tM-\J'H:'t L J’e <o\ d e

arm’s length while exchanging discreet-
ly flirtatious glances. To dance a proper
minuet required schooling at the hands
of a dancing master, who typically also
taught fencing and etiquette to would-
be courtiers. It was important to
maintain a “noble carriage,” to keep the
torso upright as a still center of gravity
while movements of the head, forearms,
wrists, fingers, legs, and feet flowed into
cach other without awkward breaks.
Fven the “reverences,” or bows, which
the lady and gentleman exchanged to
beoin a dance were highly stylized. As
time went on, the minuet grew slower,
more sedate, and more mannered until
it became (for eighteenth-century com-
mentators like Voltaire) the very model
of the effete amusements of a terminally
decadent court.
When the young Louis X1V danced
the role of the Sun King in 1653, he was
expressing the pretensions of the House

g
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of Bourbon to absolute power. The reali-
ty, as we have seen, was something else
again. Cardinal Richelieu, prime minis-
ter to Louis XIII and Mazarin’s mentor,
had spent nearly twenty years bolstering
the royal authority. But neither civil
wars nor administrative reforms could
strip the nobility of its feudal preroga-
tives until Louis XIV built Versailles.

By detaining the peers of the realm in
an elegant playpen-cum-prison, the king
cut them off from their natural bases of
power in the provinces. These strong-
willed men, quick to take insult and
ever ready to avenge their honor at
sword point, became in effect wards of
the state. It is not clear that Louts set
out to emasculate an entire class of
titled troublemakers by ensuring their
attendance at an endless round of court
tetes and hunts and balls and ballets.

But it is on record that he believed
“people love spectacles; by these we
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hold their minds and hearts more often
perhaps than by rewards or benefits.”

It was Louis XIV who drew the first
clear line between amateur and profes-
sional dancers. In 1661 he established a
Royal Academy of Dance to systematize
the rules governing the kind of virtuoso
dancing that he admired and that he
lamented “few among those of our
Court™ were able to do. Pierre Beau- |
champs, the king’s own dancing master,
stressed the five basic positions of the
feet on which classical ballet technique

rests. (The precise placement of the feet
has varied over the years, but the funda-
mentals of the technique are traceable
to Louis’s academy.) To make it easier .
to train new dancers and teach new bal-
lets, an entire hierarchy of steps and
sequences was worked out and asg-igx}ed‘

- names like balancé and entrechat that

have survived to this day (although the
movements they refer to may have




changed). The opening of the Paris
 Opéra in 1671 gave the newly codified
court dance a public showcase under
the direction of Beauchamps and Jean
Baptiste Lully, an inspired music master
(and celebrated dancer) whose librettists
mcluded Cornetlle, Racme, and Moliére.

= ﬁ%{“ pmducuons at court, fermn:
- hadc often been played by young boys° in
«3 g Iﬁ:_ ofessional female dancers made
é‘“ﬂ' de bUt at the Opéra and were an
- immed ate hlt, 2 ballerina named La*
eing acclalmed queen of the
e” in her ﬁrsr season.
The political system centered on
es surs ﬁ the death of Louis

-l -

X1V in 1712, but without his command-
ing presence the center could not hold.
Having reduced the nobility to the
status of supernumeraries, the French
monarchy was exposed to the anger and
frustration of the middle and lower
classes whose taxes supported the struc-
cure of the state. The Revolution of
1789 swept away much of the old order.
Never again would a European mon-
arch’s person be accorded semidivine
status. Late Bourbon manners, dress,

and diction, once considered the touch-
stone of Europe’s rulers, became pro-
verbial in the next century for ineffectu-
al foppery. Yet the ideal of the courtier,
as expressed on the dance floors of Louis
X[V’s France, endured as a model of
noble deportment in painting, sculp-
ture, opera, and ballet—a model from
which succeeding generations in post-
Revolutionary Europe drew both

pleasure and inspiration.

Lowis XIV attends the theater at Versalles.
The production ts Les Fétes de I'Amour et
de Bacchus (1678). Here, one can see the
origin of the relationship between performer
and audience that came to characterize
classical ballet. The king’s position is central
and unobstructed, and the action is oniented
toward that central viewing point.
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l t was always an exciting and danger-
ous place. The grear officers of the
kingdom, even the King himself, were
subject to rapid changes of fortune.
Their patronage was a way to power
and wealth, arttracting supplicants and
followers, but patterns of alliance were
ever-shifting, and a prosperous group
might quickly find itself in difficulties.
Around the King and court, men
maneuvered, calculated, spied on each
other and were spied upon. Alliances by
marriage, trade or favor were made and
broken. A large number of supporters
showed a man's power; they also cost
him money.”

These words might have been written
abourt the Versailles of Louis XIV and
his successors. In fact, they describe
Kumase, the capital of the Asante, as it
was in its heyday in the early years of
the nineteenth century.

A century earlier, a confederacy of
small states calling themselves Asante
gained control of the region around
Kumase. The survival of the Asante as
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a distinct people is due not only to the
legendary prowess of their armies—
whose emblem was the many-quilled
porcupine—but also to their genius

for political organization. One of the
founders of the confederacy was a priest
named Anokye, who along with the first
Asantehene, Osei Tut\g, constructed a
strong but flexible polity that combined
elements of centralized empire, feudal-
ism, and representative democracy.

The Asante ruled their confederacy
without benefit of an indigenous written
language (although they staffed their
treasury with literate Muslims). They
made a fetish of cleanliness; European
travelers commented on the broad, well.
swept streets of their villages and towns,
The official currency of the land was
gold dust. Expanding by war or by
diplomacy backed by the threat of war,

the Asante established dominance over

most of the area of modern Ghana; only
the encroachment of the better-armed

British in the late nineteenth century
ended their power. '

Above: Reception for the British Embassy
at Kumase, 1817, from T. E. Bowdich,
Mission from Cape Coast Castle to
Ashantee (London, 1819). Bowdich wrote
that upon entering the city, “more than a
hundred bands burst at once on our arrival,
with the peculiar air of their several chiefs.”

Opposite: Asantehene Kwaku Dua 11 receiv-

ing a Britsh official at his palace, 1884 (left).

Each chief has his oun umbrella: and, as at
Versailles, the closer a courtier is to the king,
the more status he has. As is the tradition in
many royal courts, the ruler is seated on a
raised dais. The Asantehene's palace, con-
structed of wood and clay, was the largest
building, or rather group of interconnected
buildings, in Kumase. It was not only the
primary residence of the king and many of his
wives and servants, but part of it also served
as the forum in which the council of the realm
decided important matters. At right, the great
courtyard, c. 1890.
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The umbrellas used to shade the Asantehene
and senior chiefs and signal their appearance
m public are among the most stmking articles
of Asante regalia. Their purpose is not only
to keep the chief physically cool, but to signify
his spimtual coolness, or dwo, as well. The
umbrella-bearer makes the umbrella “dance
to the music of the drans and homs in the
chief's entourage. At a Big Adae in Kumase
m 1991, the Asantehene Otumfuo Opoku
Ware II (right) and a group of senior chiefs
(below) are shaded by umbrellas
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A chief and his court (left) arnve at the assembly ground

in Kumase for a Big Adae. Each chief wears his most ornate
robes and gold jewelry (below right). Almost as conspicuous
as the umbrellas among Asanti regalia are linguist staffs with

elaborate gold firuals (below left), which are camed as a badge
of office by chiefs’ spokesmen among the Akan peoples. These
elaborate gold staff tops are of relatively recent development,
and among the Asante were not used until 1924, but the custom
of providing messengers—that is, translators or Imguists—uath
such staffs to vouchsafe therr authority can be traced back to the
silver-topped canes that European merchants brought to the
Gold Coast in the seventeenth century.
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When the British got their first

glimpse of Kumase in 1817, they were
impressed by its generous layout, and by
the golden treasures of the Asantehene
and his court: “The sun was reflected,
with a glare scarcely more supportable
than the heat, from the massy gold
ornaments, which glistened in every
direction.” Modern Ghana, which
achieved independence in 1957, took its
name from an ancient west African
kingdom that was first mentioned in the
eighth century by Arab travelers who
knew it as “the land of gold”; they
described the king of Ghana holding
court literally weighed down with gold
necklaces and bracelets; the hair of his
attendants was “plaited with gold,” and
even his warchdogs wore collars of “gold
and silver.”

Most of the land under Asante con-
trol at the beginning of the nineteenth
century was tropical rain forest ) SO
dense that sunlight penetrated to the
forest floor only where the Asante had
cleared farms and living spaces and the
narrow footpaths that connected their
smaller villages to the larger towns.
They buile their capital Kumase on a
hill overlooking a river. In the early
nineteenth century it supported a
population of twenty thousand. Of its
twenty-seven major streets, the largest
was half a mile long, and fifty to a
hundred yards wide, and lined with
clay-and-wattle buildings whose outer
walls were sealed with white plaster.
These were maintained by leading chiefs
and court functionaries who conducted
business in airy rooms entered directly
from the street. The most Impressive
buildings, some of them two stories
high, belonged to the palace of the
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Asantehene. Formal audiences and
council meetings took place in a Great
Court, which was connected to other
courts and buildings by passageways and
galleries. As at Versailles, numerous
attendants, court officials, royal con-
sorts, and servants had apartments in
the palace complex.

The unity of the Asante nation was
symbolized by a Golden Stool, carved
in wood and encased in sheets of 7
gold, which, according to tradition,’
descended from heaven in 1700 onto v
the knees of Osei Tutu, who became ¥
the first Asantehene. No one, not even
an Asantehene, has ever sat on the
Golden Stool, which enshrines the spir-
it of the Asante people. Although he
combined in his person the powers of
head of state, head priest, and comman.-
der in chief, the Asantehene was never
an absolute monarch. Any man who

belonged to the royal clan by descent on /

his mother’s side was a candidatefor
succession. W hen the office fell vacant,
anew Asantehene was named by a
council of subordinate chiefs, who were
themselves named to their positions by
councils of lesser chiefs,fwho in turn
owed their authority to lesser councils
on down to the village level. On each

-
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level a place of honor was reserved for a 5
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On certain occasions fixed by the
Asante calendar the entire hierarchy of
chiefs, subchiefs, elders, and court func.
tionaries gathered in Kumase at the
palace of the Asantehene. They came
with their retinues, resplendent in their
best robes and finest gold jewelry, to
ratify the ties of political and religious
authority that held the community
together—a web of mutual obligations
made manifest through the exchange
of gifts and services, ritualized flights
of rhetoric, and the display of objects of
symbolic value like the Golden Stool,
but most of all through the dynamic

symbolism of dance. The festival that

the current Asantehene, Otumfuo
Opoku Ware Il has deelared to .

T court ceremony, it
takes place at the hilltop palace com-
plex in the center of Kumase, a modern
city with a population of four hundred
thousand.

A century after the Brmsh subdued

the Asante (they sacked Kumase twice,
in 1874 and 1896), the court of the |

Asantehene remains a force to be reck-

s onedﬂwrth The national government m,j '_ 2
| "ccx:a, Ghanas capital on the Atlantic -'“";':,_f_’"'--._;
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wtlets for their ambitions “w : | | .

to b s eve:r.?l:;: 10[]]:' S0 they want along the periphery to keep the sun off greedy chief who thinks only of him-
'y ‘ s = ;‘ }‘:OW nm}"mg visiting dlgmtanes, the area is without self and who is cautioned that his stool

I TG e g decorauog - No 3t\“ no ban ”‘m has a taboo against dancing. So he

Lam Q ,mn. ““ilM ;J;'" says, ‘Don’t worry, I understand, no

get people buying a stool, buying their 1) e « nly markmgs on the dancing.’ His sons, who have been so
way in. Not only do these people not’ barc eart t .j:; llel lines of white neglected by their father thar they are
know how to dance, they don’t even lime I lic x\;’(:"\f‘jrjﬁﬁs m“nliﬁffj:;-’iii'i:» :“7“3“%* ] starving, dig a tunnel under the palace,
know enough to appreciate good danc CES # s ﬁf°ﬁ““ angles to the ¢ ﬁfi’ edge; as if to and one day while the chief is taking

ing. Without knowledgeable patrmié" f | define so many parl(mg spaces.~ Between a bath, they start drumming; he can’t

the court has money problems, so you

who understand the culture, how ¢ B.‘ - each pair of lines a small wooden sign help himself, he starts moving to the
the best survive! Happily, there are still ~ on a stake bears the name of the partic- beat and someone says, ‘W har are you
a tew chiefs with close ties to the people ular Chlef whose entourage will soon ~ doing? and he says, ‘Oh, the water was
who take their political, cultural, and - occupy that space: “Amantinehene,” so cold I was just shivering.” And the
spiritual responsibilities seriousl: " 1 The  “Agogohene,” “Adansihene,” - person telling the story mimics the
professor also worries that the dances ?‘?:-*{:"'.-"fﬁ--;f"KenYaSehcne 2,” “Essumejahene,”  drum with his voice and acts out the
that helped to define Asante 1dennty for a,Avcherensuahene.” Each of these men chief’s movements, and the children
PRI | 2 - . >
nearly three centuries are being torgote*‘;‘ 2 ill su:surrounded by hisown entou-  learn to imitate him. The whole idea

ten by a younger generation that i tsmo ‘f"% ra e, i musmans and dancers. - of a chief who can’t dance is so silly, it

interested in imitating the moves O( Ii*—ﬁ'\ v % oment comes to pay ‘makes them laugh.”

Michael ] ackson “I don’t mmd tei ' : S 'i::': -homage to the Asantehene, each will = s There is a quality Of life lmown and
f omd } an g, but the ©  fits, with lesser chiefs going first and the the Asante calwhis can be trans-
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His grandni » Esther Boateng, who
- the age ¢ f five danced for Queen

i ‘1 3 ]l when that monarch visited

hana in the 1950, says that when you

,j' e at court (or for that matter any-

where else) the important thing is to be

re axed to stay flexible, to remain cool.

*The opposite of cool is nervous,” she

says. “When you start dancing and you
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The Buddhist monument of Borobudur (c. 800) in Central Java manifests the cosmic mountam
m mandala plan. The massive structure has nine levels, or terraces. with bas-reliefs himing the
galleries that surround each level. The images relate the story of the Buddha's life and the lives

of his disciples; some depict dance postures that suggest the astonishing continuaty of dance forms
i Indonesia

ava, the fourth largest 1sland in the

L' island nation of Indonesia, is one of
the world’s most densely populated
areas, with over 1500 persons per square
mile. Six hundred and twenty miles
long and 125 miles across at its widest
point, its population of over a hundred
million shares the mountainous land
with over fifty active volcanoes, seven-
teen of which have erupted in recent
years. Mt. Merapi near Yogyakarta in
central Java erupts every five years or so,
causing death and destruction, but also
coating the all-important rice fields
with fertile volcanic ash. The devastat-
ing eruption of Krakatoa, which blew up
in the strait between Java and Sumatra
in 1883, was heard two thousand miles
away. Earthquakes and tidal waves are
all-too frequent occurrences. W hat
these disasters have in common is that
they are recurrent, yet, unlike seasonal
storms and floods, there is no way to
predict when they will occur next.
Perhaps 1t 1s not surprising that people
who live at such close quarters with nat-
ural violence should cherish a court
aesthetic that is rooted in the cultiva-
tion of a profound tranquillity.

Following a dynastic split in the
eighteenth century, two competing roy-
al courts were established in cencral Java
fiftty miles apart, one at Yogyakarta and
one at Surakarta. Each court has evolved
iIts own versions of the classic Javanese
court dance, the sublimely tranquil
bedoyo. This dance commemorates
a three-hundred-year-old tradition
according to which a Muslim ruler of
the state of Mataram, the ancestor of
both Javanese royal courts, was ricually
married to the goddess known as the
Queen of the Southern Sea, who taught
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= ~‘b deds 0 performance (above) m the main pendopo of the sultan's palace at Yogyakarta, Central
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e S This court dance commemorates the ritual mamage of the sultan’s ancestor to the deity

Lot N iah denti | dancers, who usually move in
lknown as the Queen of the Southemn Sea. The idenucally dfessed‘ Eafd dpntaah it
B Qrit aspects of a single person, concept, ot theme. Top, the sultan’s palace guard.
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him this dance. Javanese traditions
linking royalty and divinity o0 back
even further, to the god-kings of the
ninth and tenth centuries who devel-
oped a unique blend of Buddhism and
Hinduism and built the island’s two
greatest monuments, neighboring tem-
ple complexes at Borobudur (Buddhist)
and Prambanan (dedicated to the Hindu
deity Shiva.) A thirteenth-century
ruler of Java was extolled by a court
poet as an incarnation of both Shiva and
Buddha. After adopting Islam the rulers
of Mataram were provided with genealo-
gies linking them to all previous gods as
well as to the line of Mohammed.

As a danced ritual attributed to an
indigenous ocean deity, performed at
a Muslim court and incorporating
Hindu myths with overtones of Budd-
hist quietism, bedoyo appears to be a
typical product of the Javanese aptitude

for combining disparate, even oppos-

ing, elements into a harmonious whole.
W hile some bedoyos are considered
more sacred than others, all are per-
formed to proclaim the glory of the

ruler, to affirm the court's ancestral ties

to a divine source of power, and to em-

body clear teachings about the Javanese -

way of life—how to compose your inner
lite, how to present yourself to others.
Everything about bedoyo suggests the
public projection of the disciplined self.
[t is danced by nine identically dressed

women whose synchronized movements

and indistinguishable facial expressions
signify that they are not nine individu-
als bur rather nine different aspects of
one individual or of some abstract idea
or theme. Nine is considered a “perfect”
number. Depending on the commenta-
tor, the dancers are said to represent

90

the nine orifices of the human body or
the nine human desires or nine constel-
lations or the nine ceremonial gates of
the palace.

A focal point of every Javanese palace
s a permanent structure built especially
for court dance and spectacle. So im-
portant is the enactment of rituals of
legitimacy in this part of the world that
one scholar has referred to the tradi-
tional nations of southeast Asia as

j“it_heater’states.” Tl}; courtiers of Louis

XIV would have had no trouble under-
standing the connection between state-
craft and stagecraft. In Yogyakarta
court dances are performed in an open-
sided rectangular pavilion—called a
pendopo—with a high peaked roof sup-

ported by carved black and gold pillars; _

similar structures can be found in bas-
relief on the walls of ancient Javanese
temples, along with carved figures of
dancers whose graceful postures are
similar to those seen in today’s court
dancers.

As with all court dance, preparations
for bedoyo are elaborate and time-con-
suming; it takes several hours just to -
dress the dancers in the costume of 3
royal bride. Each dancer wears a velver
bodice embroidered in silver-gilt thread,
a scarf secured around the waist by a
gold belt, silver-gilt or gilded leather
armlets in the shape of dragons on the
upper arms, a gold or silver-gilt breast
plaque set with tiny diamonds, and,
tightly wound around the legs, a length
of diagonally striped batik whose free
end falls to the floor and passes between
the ankles like a train. The dancer's .
bare feet move soundlessly over the mar

ble tile floor to the fluid sounds of 1 ”

“

. twoof the dancers separate from the
court gamelan—a predominantly per- 2 - other seven to enac
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cussive orchestra that includes a variery

, of tuned gongs, cymbals, xylophone-

like instruments, a drum, a flute, and 2
two-stringed lute.

The essence of bedoyo is balance
or equilibrium, which is a quality the
Javanese prize highly. Much of the time
the nine dancers move in unison. To
initiate each slow-motion step, a dancer
arches her instep and curls her toes
upward as she lifts one foor just percep-
tibly off the ground. Knees turned out
and slightly bent, she replaces this foot
on the ground heel first and shifts her
weight forward to the toe in a continu-
ous movement that seems to invest the
everyday act of walking with aesthetic
significance. As in ballet, the basic steps
are highly stylized and are referred to
by name; in the gedruck, for example,
the dancer balances on one foor while i
scooping her batik train back out of her |
way with her other heel and then tap-
ping her toe on the floor behind the |
supporting foot. s

Like the geometric figures of Louis®
XIV’s ballets de cour, the stylized
movements and smoothly flowing floor
patterns of bedoyo havesymbohc'slgﬂlf'f
Icancet for example, the transition from -
asymmetrical to symmetrical grouping
(three rows of three dancers each) &
represents a change of inner state—
from a conflict between flesh and spirit /

to a reconciliation of all aspects of
‘the human being. At other times the
dancers may depict scenes from the his-
tory of the dynasty or from the classic

Hindu epics, the Mahabharata and the

, = N o
Ramayana, which have never lost their.
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Oppostte: Pendopos at the early-seventeenth-century royal palace of Kasephuan
m Cirebon, West Java. In Indonesia, the pendopo is used in archztecturc"tl settngs
ranging from modest homes to elegant palaces, as well as in Hindu templé andg
[slamic mosques. At Yogyakarta and Surakarta the main pendopos, built in the

early nineteenth century, are much larger and move elaborate than the ones
shown here.
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The Water Palace at Yogyakarta was ong-
nally built by Sultan Hamengku Buwono |
m 1758 and once had underwater corridors
leading from women'’s bathing pools to a
partly underwater mosque, the water motif
recalls the dynastic connection to the locally
revered sea goddess.
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No account of the performing arts patronized by the royql
courts of Java would be complete without a mention of
wayang kulit, or shadow play. The puppets (left), made of
buffalo parchment, are manipulated by a lone puppeteer so
that an overhead lamp throws their lacy shadows on a white
cotton screen. The stories come from Indic, mostly Hindy,
sources as well as indigenous legends. As can be seen from
these two nineteenth-century examples from Cirebon, Wes;
Java, the stylized form of the puppets reveals a kinship to
both bedoyo and wayang wong.

T v o — ——— — -

The elaborate dance drama called wayang wong (below and
opposite) was first described in the eighteenth century; dur-
ing its “golden age” in the early decades of this century per-
formances at court could last up to four days, with long
scenes of ritualized combat based on episodes from the
Mahabharata. The influence of the shadow puppets is
strong: the sultan is considered the puppeteer of the perfor-
mance, and some sultans actually collaborated unth their
court literati in writing the stories, compasing the music and
choreographing the strictly disciplmed movements. These are
performances at the Yogyakarta palace.
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East of Java in the Indonesian archipelago is the far smaller
island of Bali, which, unlike its larger neighbors, never forsook
Hindwism for Islam. Bali is knoun for its astomishing variety

of dance forms, some of which overlap with Javanese dances.
The destruction of the royal courts of Bali in the early twentieth
century led to the dispersal of court dancers into the villages

and countryside. Here Balinese wayang wong dancers, ¢. 1930,
perform a scene from the Ramayana
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conflict has been submerged in an ele-

- gant style of movement that once served
as a standard against which the bearing
and manners of Javanese nobility might ™~
be measured.

From the early nineteenth century,
when Dutch commercial interests con-
solidated their political and militacy €
hold on Java, thé two royal courts re-
doubled their competition in the only
arena allowed to them: the arena of cul-
ture. The language and etiquette of the
courts became ever more refined; beau-
tiful pools and gardens (symbols of

heavenly bliss in Islam and emblems of /

the rulers’ association with the Queen
of the Southern Sea) were constructed: bt
and the custody and ritual display of ~ 4
the royal heirlooms, considered to have "
great spiritual power, became even more
important. These heirlooms, or pusaka, ¢ #
which had been divided between the 72
two courtsgvhen the dynasty split, range
from gold crowns to gold-leafed umbrel-
las to ceremonial daggers to classic
court dances like the bedoyo.
There is a deep-running paradox in
Javanese culture concerning the nature %
~ of power. Oh the one hand, poweris = %
connected to specific possessions; i a
battle over succession in the late seven-
teenth century, a contender for the
throne whose father had lost both his
army and his treasury nevertheless tri-
umphed because he possessed certain
pusaka. On the other hand, true (i.e.,
spiritual) power is held to be invisible, . §f
all-pervasive: if you need to flaunt it,
you must not have it. In striking a bal-
~ance between these two opposing
attitudes, the Javanese courts competed
as patrons of what was held to be the
best of ancient Javanese culture. With

that his head was higher than any spec~
" tator's or performers.. .. T

f material resources unmatched elsewhere

in their society, and with the leisure to
study the traditional arts and embellish
them, the courts of central Java focused
atrention on a history and a spiritual
heritage that all Javanese could look to
with pride. |
- Unlike the court dances of the -, ™
Asante and Bourbon France, the dances

of the Javanese courts were not original(’

. ly open to outsiders, even those asso-

ciated with the court. Until 1918 the
bedoyo at Yogyakarta was performed .
only by female relatives of the sultan; 4
it was even forbidden to teach classfé |

_dance outside the palace walls. In fact,

r than invited guests, few Javanese ¢
ever saw the court darices. Their perfor-
ance was considered a sacred trust?,g

necessary to the well-being of the peo-
ple and the continuity of the dynasty,
but out-of-bounds for all but the highest
dignitaries; even the costumes and seat-
ing arrangements of the spectators were

hierarchically coded. Those of lowest ﬁ

rank wore black and sat nearest to the ,
palace kitchen; those of highest rank ¢
wore white and sat nearest to the *
ruler—whose throne was elevated so *. -
e

s

)
S

Commoners have never been al-
lowed to view or learn the court dances
of Surakarta. But during the reign of
Sultan Hamengku Buwono VIII (1921-
39) the court dances and spectacles of
Yogyakarta were opened to the people.

In a momentous step analogous to Louis '
‘XIV'’s founding of his Royal Academy of

Dance, a gchool was created outside the
Yogyanese court where anyone could

study what had once been the exclusive
province of the nobility. The goals were

. the court of Yogyakarta had maintained.

to invigorate court arts by exposing p

them to new influences; to raise the  ~ - 4
standards of popular dance forms by 5 =
bringing them into contact with highly. 4
developed court forms; and to reinforce’
an historically rooted Javanese con- |
sciousness against the modernizing pres-
sures of Western colonialism. Hindreds

.of performers were recruited from the
~ «domain of Yogyakarta to learn the
dances and the movement styles associ-

ated with such spectacles as wayang
wong. The most accomplished of these

performers became full-time servants

of the court; and many thousands of

-Javanese got their first look at the cen-

turies-old treasures of their culture that

The next sultan, Hamengku Buwono
1X (1940-88), was a leader in the fight
for independence against the Dutch.
The struggle brought together leaders

_ trom Java, Sumatra, Bali, and the other

islands that now make up the nation of
Indonesia. But it was by no means cer-
tain in 1945, when independence was
proclaimed, that the different islands,
with their distinctive peoples, histories,
and cultures, would continue to seek a
collective future. Although the sultan
was a lover of dance and a choreogra-
pher himself, he worried that local
traditions like the court dances at
Yogyakarta would weaken his people’s
allegiance to the central government, so
he suspended all performances ar the
palace. Deprived of their principal
patron, dances like the bedoyo might
have died out except for the efforts of
former palace servants who now taught
outside the court.

The present sultan, Hamengku
Buwono X, has revived performances at
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'{_:w- i This page: The classically tramed Javanese
o SO court dancer Sardono Kusumo has created a
e R modern dance imspired by temple bas-reliefs.

In these photographs, one can see dancers
covered with mud, which, when dried, gives
them the look of carved, stone figures. The
relief figures—monkeys from the Ramayana
—come alwe and dance with contemporary

bedoyo dancers.

Opposite: As in Java, tradinonal dance in
Bali has spauned contemporary iterpreta-
tions that adapt elements of ancient Balinese
culture. Here, a Balinese dancer personifies
the oldest of Balinese divinities, Sanghyang
Tjintiya, with fire-energy issuing from the
junctures of his imbs. The dancer, in a med-
itative posture, stands in the muddle of a lotus
pond whose flower is a symbol of the cosmic
womb. This deity is the Balinese counterpart
of the Indian god Shiva Nataraja.
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the palace and given new life to Java-
nese dance in general. He believes that
classic dance, especially bedoyo, is an
indispensable asset of his court. In his
view, such dances represent a “tool of
legitimacy” because they express val-
ues—a code of behavior and a spirirual
heritage—that “continue to color the
life and customs of Javanese society
today.” Taking the dances out of the
palace has inevitably led to changes.
Some have been shortened and simpli-
fied to appeal to modern tastes; the
performing arts in general, and dance
in particular, have become major tourist
attractions in Java. Innovative choreog-
raphers have mixed stylistic elements
from different regions (and even com-
bined them with Western steps and
music) to create new hybrids that ex-
cite some audiences while dismaying
traditionalists like Romo Sas, chore-
ographer and dance master to the
Yogyakarta court.

Romo Sas, who considers himself
first and foremost a palace servant,
deplores the new emphasis on crowd-
pleasing physical virtuosity in dance, at
the expense of traditional content that
the Javanese see as both practical and
spiritual: “Dance is tending to become a
form of entertainment, when it should
be a means of education. For example,
anyone who learns how to dance auto-
matically knows how to sit the sila way,
decorously, legs crossed and fingers
crossed Javanese style. The etiquette of
the dance tells us how to sit, how to
walk, how to kneel, how to get along
with other people, how to adapt to our

situation in life.”
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Bugaku performed by a Shinto priest
on the terrace of the Itsukushima-jinja
shrine, Miyapima Island, Japan.
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'I' adamaro Ono is also a palace ser-

vant. His job is to play gagaku (“ele-

gant music”) at the Imperial Court of
Japan. The austere, stately dances per-
formed to this music are called bugaku.

Members of Ono’s family have been per-
forming at the emperor’s behest for close

to twelve hundred years. His is the thir-
ty-ninth generation in an unbroken line
of court musicians.

Gagaku and bugaku represent the
world's oldest continuing tradition of
court music and dance. For centuries,
these performances were a closely held

secret of the palace, heard and seen only
by members of the aristocracy, govern- ;

ment officials, and official guests. Since

the end of the Second World War per-

formances have been open to the public #
~ in a theater on the palace grounds’ Even

for the Japanese, the glacially paced
gagaku and bugaku are an acquired
taste. Yet more than fifteen thousand ¢
people apply for admission each year.

Since the performance hall holds only »

seven hundred and there are only about?
thirty performances a year, a lottery is ¢
held to determine the lucky ricker winsf
ners. 1 he losers can console themselves

‘with a compact disk of the music, sales

of which have been rising. In Ono’s

words, “there is a boom, something like

nostalgia,” for gagaku and bugaku.
Outsiders who try to understand
modern Japan are struck by the appar-
ent contradiction between the Japanese
appetite for the new (hether in elec-
tronics, economics, or politics) and

their concern with preserving the past. . 7
This contradiction is itself nothing new.

Except for a three-hundred-year period

of isolation from the world that ended

in 1868, the Japanese have characteristi-

cally adopted new ideas without letting
go of tradition. Often, today's novelty
becomes tomorrow's tradition and takes
an honored place in the ever-expanding
gallery of Japanese culture. A classic

example is the way Japan enthusiastical- _.-'j;if’

ly adopted Buddhism; imported some
thirteen hundred years ago from the
Asian mainland, while keeping up the ¥
rites of Shintds the indigenous religion.
Many Japanese families maintain two
?usehold shrines, one Shinté and one

uddhist. At the Imperial Court, the
same impulse can be seen in the

» survival of gagaku and bugaku, which

bonded native traditions and exotic
foreign novelties into something funida- -
mentally Japanese. "
The word Shintd can be translated
as “continuity.” Shintd has no founder
and no set scriptures, no myth of cre-
ation-out-of-nothing, no apocalyptic
world-ending. From the first Japanese
historical records in the fourth century,
Shintd is already there, channeling the

energies of its people toward the worship

of myriad divinities, ranging from tute-’
lary spirits and deified ancestors to pet-
sonalized forces of nature and abstragt
concepts such as purity and truth.
The first Japanese emperors known to
history were both political and religious
leaders; and through centuries of politi-
cal upheaval in which the Imperial
Court was often little more than a pawn
of powerful warlords, the religious role
of the emperor has remained crucial to
the self-image of the Japanese.

The imperial family claims descent
from Amaterasu, the sun goddess,

~ whose favor is necessary to a successful
rice harvest. Disgusted by the boorish
‘behavior of her brother, Amaterasu shut

rar
|

herself up in a cave and the world fell
into darkness. To lure her out, the god-

- dess Ame-no-uzume danced half-nude
" on an overturned tub before the

assembled divinities; her antics so.s
amused the gods that their laughter
awakened the curiosity of the sun god-;y
dess, who peeped out of the cave and
was drawn back into the world. Ame- ,
no-uzume became the patron of music
and dance in Japan—the Land of the s
Rising Sun—and dance as “entertain-
ment for the gods® became a part of
Shintd ceremonies. But in the seventh
century, when Buddhist dance-drama
processions and gorgeously costumed
banquet entertainments were intro-
duced from Korea and China, the
Imperial Court of Japan quickly em-
braced the new imports.

Over the centuries these were adapt-
ed to Japanese raste and combined with
surviving Shinto rituals to make up a
suite of spectator dances, known as
bugaku, for performance at court func-
tions and religious festivals. W hat is
most remarkable is not the survival of
the native Shintd elements but the
preservation, in something approaching
their original form, of the imported
dances and music. The original Chinese &
and Korean forms have long since died
out on the mainland, where they are *.
known only through literary and picto- i
val sources. The Japanese, however,  “pmr,

saved what they borrowed, as if to pro-

claim their pride in recognizing qual-i;t;y?
no matter what its origin. ¥ |
" In the Imperial Palace theater, ¢
gagaku and bugaku are performed on a

~ square platform (measuring just under

six yards per side) covered in green bro-
cade and resting on a slightly larger
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This page: Thirty-four figures perform Bugaku dances across an oversize
screen (above) by Hanabusa ltchd, a Japanese painter who worked in Edo
in the early eighteenth century. Bugaku screens were fashionable in both
temples and at court since at least the fifteenth century, although no early
examples survive. This is one of a pair that was probably commissioned by
a rich merchant or military ruler eager to acquire the traditional (rappings
of the anstocracy. A hanging drum like the one visible in the screen can

be seen night, behind a bugaku dancer performing in the theater in the
Imperial Palace, Tokyo.

Opposite: Bugaku dancer ar the lwashimizu-hachimangii shrine, near
Kyoto, Japan
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square of black-lacquered wood. A red /
-railing runs all around the larger square. :
During dance performances the orches-
tra sits in an alcove behind the stage,
between two huge drums. Some bugaku.
dances depict legendary battles, others .

enact encounters with divine personages ?:*

or mythical beasts like the phoenix; one |
famous set-piece shows two dragons frol
icking: The splendid costumes include
long flowing robes of solid blue or deep
crimson, gold-brocade leggings lined
with scarlet silk, elaborately embroi-
dered breastplates, black-lacquered
“stovepipe” hats or golden helmets, cere-
monial swords, lances, and shields, and
spectacular face masks: the two dragons,
for example, frolic in hairy blue masks

sound and the element of movement are
piled up on top of each other and create
intensity.”

The musical accompaniment also
works on the principle of achieving
maximal effect with minimal material.
Musicians are expected to play their
instruments—drums, lutes, flutes, harps,
reeds and pipes—as if they were them-
selves dancers, although they usually
remain seated. For example, the player
of the biwa, a short-necked, four-
stringed lute, will lift his arms just so
as he runs his ivory plectrum across the
silk strings to produce both a pleasing
sound and a pleasing gesture. And
the pounder of the large drum that sets
the tempo will shift his weight from

with sharp silver fangs. But whatever the .4 heel to toe as he strikes the drumhead,

subject matter, the dancers move aimost
imperceptibly through simple geometric
floor patterns punctuated by long
pauses in which the performers strike _
significant poses. Although most pieces
are choreographed for two to eight
dancers, they are actually a series of ©

« making a grand gesture out of what
g might otherwise be a metronome-like

operation. A centuries-old instruction £

manual gives some idea of the refine- *

“ment of movement and posture that

gagaku and bugaku strive for. In certain
pieces, dancers are urged to emulate 7

“solos” in which a single character may ¢ “tinted leaves blown about in a storm ony

be represented by four identically
dressed dancers who repeat identical .-
movements in the four cardinal
directions.

Repetition is as basic to the bugaku
aesthetic as is the deliberately slow tem-
po. One Japanese commentator has
compared the performing of bugaku to
the process of making color woodbloc®
prints: AX/ hen color printing is being
done, the platen revolves several times
putting on colors: first yellow, then blue,
then red, and in the end black. The
same idea is applied in the performance,
repeating the same melody and the same
patterns several times . . . the element of
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a mountain in autumn,” while in othér
pieces they should resemble “a willow
waving in the spring breezée:”

The unchanging nature of gagaku
and bugaku over the centuries manifests
the role that the Imperial Court has played
in Japanese history. The court retainers
who developed these arts had time to
shape and reshape each element of each
piece until they were satisfied that some-
thing of lasting beauty had been cre-
ated. At the brilliant eleventh century
court described iry The Tale of Genji -+
(recognized as thé world's first novel),
emperors and nobles not only attended
performances but took an active part in

them. But from the end of the twelfth
to the middle of the nineteenth century
the Imperial Court at Kyoto functioned
solely as a symbol of Japanese unity
while real power was wielded elsewhere
by military leaders known as Shoguns.

Although some Shogunate courts spon-
sored music and dance performances of

their own, the survival of the Imperial
Court depended on the perception that
the soul of Japan resided in Kyoto: |
The regular production of gagaku and
bugaku, with due attention to all the
nuances, was essential to this percep-
tion, even if only a handful of people
witnessed the performances. The
Japanese not only revere the past, they
feel a sense of duty to keep it alive.

""" During the Onin Rebellion
(1467-77) Kyoro itself was sacked, and
court musicians and dancers scattered to
take refuge in shrines and monasteries.
Some stayed away even after order was
restored, and to this day their descen-
dants perform gagaku and bugaku at
important shrines throughout Japan.
When the Tokugawa Shogunate consol-
idated its power in the early seventeenth
century, the third Shogun organized a
gagaku and bugaku festival in Kyoto in
1626 to impress the people and the §
emperor with the power of the new
rulers of Japan. In 1661 the Shogunate
placed the production of court music
and dance on a firm financial footing
and ordered a competitive examination
every three years to maintain a pool of
talented performers.

Having preserved their Imperial
Court in a kind of suspended animation
for so long, the Japanese turned to
Kyoto when the Shogunate lost power
in the middle of the nineteenth century.
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¥ © 1955 the court musicians and dancers

The precipitating event was the failure .
of government forces to defend the &
country against the incursions of 3
Europeans. Rallying under the slogan
“Revere the Emperor! Drive Qut the
Barbarians! a broad political alliance
restored direct imperial rule. In 1868
the emperot’s residence was moved from
Ky6to to the Shogunate capital of Edo,
which was renamed Tokyo.

In the rush of modernization that #
followed, the Gagaku Department of the

Imperial Household Agency was reorga-

nized, and performers were required to
learn Western music, including polkasg
and military marches:The emperor
also ordered his musicians to compose
Western-style music wdth traditional
melodies; one of these compositions
evolved into the Japanese national
anthem.

Japan’s defeat in the Second World

War nearly brought about the end of ¥

gagaku and bugaku.'There was agitation
(which continues in some quarters) to
abandon the performances as an expen-
sive anachronism. But the Japanese
reverence for tradition won out, and ir;f
were declared Important Intangible ¥
Government Properties, more common- 7
ly known as “living national treasures.” ¢
A six-week tour of the United States in
1959 brought worldwide acclaim and
renewed interest in Japan itself.

Today, Tadamaro Ono sees no more
reason for gagaku and bugaku to die out
than for the Japanese to turn their backs
on the tea ceremony or the NG theater
which also, in his view, reflect “the
Japanese national character.” Court
music and dance continue to be passed
down from generation to generation of

palace servants By a time-honored pro-
cess of oral instruction. The families
who have been entrusted with the tradi-
tion choose the most talented boys from
each generation to be trained; their
training in all the details of gagaku and
bugaku may begin as early as the age of
five. Ono himself was skeptical about
the efficacy of this early selection when
his turn came to judge the younger
members of the family. “However,” he
says, “it must be done to keep the tradi-
tion, and our family, alive.”; |

Il morning long, under the increas-
ingly forceful African sun, the
chiefs arrive at the assembly ground out-
side the Asantehene’s palace. They
arrive by bus or car or on foot from
nearby houses where they have spent the
night. Each chief is wearing his most
ornate robes and gold jewelry, and each
comes in procession with as many atten-
dants as his rank and purse warrant. The
attendants range from small boys and
girls to women in high heels and white-
haired men in traditional black-leather
Asante sandals. In their everyday lives
they are farmers, teachers, students,
office workers, homemakers. Today they
carry chairs and heft brightly colored
umbrellas and large fringed canopies,
and beat drums and strike clapperless
metal bells with sticks, and dance and
sing as their chief leads them toward
their assigned area, where they arrange™
themselves in a U-shaped formation
that constitutes a temporary court. p’
Soon there are some fifty of these
coutts, side by side, around the perime-
ter of the assembly ground. At the bend
of each U, shaded by an array of fancy
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umbrellas held up by young attendants, - \
sits the chief flanked by his most 1mpo:§
tant counselors. The others in the
entourage take their places along both
arms of the U, with a row of younger
children sitting on the ground and one
or two rows of older people on stools or
folding chairs behind them. Everyone
faces the narrow aisle between the arms
of the U and everyone sits as close to-
gether as possible, which reduces the
distance between the people on the far
ends and their chief, whom everyone
addresses with the honorific “Nana.”
The drummers and other musicians

stand in a knot behind one arm of the
U and lay down interweaving rhythms;
a few people at a time—a man and a
woman, two men, three women—get to
their feet, slip off their sandals or high
heels as a sign of respect to the chief,
and begin dancing in the space within
the U. They bend their knees and
elbows, turn slowly clockwise in place
with their eyes closed, take small steps
that keep contact with the ground, shift
their weight gracefully from hip to
hip, and move in a counterclockwise
direction between the open end of the
U and the closed end where the chief

sits, while making arm-and-hand ges-

tures that proclaim: “I depend on you” - '
and “Wherever | go, | belong to thts

land” and “We are one people.” From;
time to time, the chief stands up and ¥
dances down the aisle toward the musi-
cians, whose efforts he rewards with a
handful of paper money while the rest of

his entourage claps and cheers. If a chief

is derelict in his duty to his musicians,
a drummer may beat out a complaint:”

“Nana, | have been drumming all morn-
ing, | need a drink.”
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Royal drums (left) in the entranceway to
the Asantehene’s palace, ¢. 1890. The
skulls and bones decorating the drums are
of defeated enemies. Prior to the British
subjugation of the Asante in the late nine-
teenth century, war was one of the most
important activities of the state, as it was
for Lows XIV. Below, Asante dancers
(on the left a queen mother) on the grounds
of the Asantehene’s palace, 1991 . Behmd

the dancers are the fontomfrom drums of

the Asantehene .
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Asante dancers (above) m Kumase dress-
ed in red during the mowrming period for a
recently deceased chief, 1972. Dancing
plays a significant role in funerals among
the Asante. Left, the Asantehene’s head
drummer in white, then in his early eighues,
dances on the grounds of the Asantehene's
palace, 1991




Adults and children alike practice dance

moves at the Big Adae m Kumase.

At first it may appear that each litt]e
court is an island of dance and music
apart from all the others. But as the day
progresses, a surprising pattern emerges:
the entire assembly area, which holds
more than fifty thousand people, has
become one huge dance floor. Proces.
sions of lesser chiefs (accompanied
by their musicians and dancers) wind
through the packed crowds to pay
respects to their superiors in the hierar.
chy; when two processions encounter
each other, their heralds shout “Agoh!

Agoh!” (“Make way!”) and the atten-

dants who hold the largest and most
colorful umbrellas over the most impor-
tant chiefs twirl them like pinwheels
and flap them up and down in a kind
of dance within a dance. The sound of
drumming comes from all directions.
Only when the Asantehene finally
makes his appearance in his palanquin,
In a grand procession accompanied by
all the court regalia, do the events of the
day come into focus. Significantly, the
place of honor at the head of the proces-
sion goes not to the Asantehene himself
but to the Golden Stool, the symbol of
the nation, which is held aloft.by its
own bearer and shaded by several
umbrellas and its own tringed canopy.
Once the Asantehene has taken his seat
on his rostrum, the exchange of visits
between lesser and greater chiefs—and
the sharing of dance and music that is
an essential part of Asante life—resumes.
Professor Opoku is sitting in the £
dining room of his hotel, sipping a cold !
beer and looking back over the daysy
Despite his apprehensions aboutthe '
future of Asante traditions, he is no s
all displeased with what he saw. One
moment especially stays in his mind. A
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young man was dancing a very expres-
sive adowa—a dance named after the
graceful movements of the pigmy ante-
lope—before the queen mother and her
court. Seeing how well he danced, the
queen mother got up to join him.
Immediately, the young man began
dancing in a properly respectful, subot-
dinate position. With her hand gestures
the queen mother said to him: “Brother,
support me, and let’s do it well.” And
the young man linked his two index fin-
gers in front of him, like two links in a
chain, to indicate: “We are together, we
cannot be separated, we are one peo-
ple.” Then came the moment that the
professor relished. W hen sweat broke
out on the queen mother’s face, one of
her women attendants took a cloth and
wiped the queen mother’s face while she
danced. *And what was really so beauti-
ful,” the professor says, “was that the
way she did it, it too became a part of
the dance.”

Courts come into existence as instru-

and cultural authority. Their primary
purpose is to manifest powgr. While -
this may be accomplished in the short
run by brute force, long-term survival
depends on the ability of a court to
reflect the needs and aspirations of the
population at large. By providing a .
secure home for those who look after “

“the society’s spiritual and cultural well-

being, a court may outlive its milicary #
and political power. In its administra-
tive structure and in the content of its
petformances, court dance typically
embodies the hierarchical organization
of the court itself. Court dances, like

other court arts from painting to archi-
tecture, tend to be conservative in the.. f

-

literal sense; they conserve attitudes
about life that were deemed essentialifo
the society in the past. But depending
on the attitude of the court, they can
also change in response to major ¢

- changes in society.

Courts and court dances are expen-

“sive, apd ultimately it is the peOp'le wﬁo

pay the bills. Where court forms, like
ballet and bedoyo, are encouraged to
migrate outside the court, new partici-4¢
pants, spectators, and patrons become *
involved. Schools and academies, &
museums, orchestral societies, public
grant-giving agencies assume the burden
of support that was once the monopoly
of the court. Ballet might have died 4
with the Bourbon dynasty if Louis XIV
had not entrusted its future to his Royal
Academy of Dance in 1661, and if the
ballets offered to the public had not
found an enthusiastic audience among
the middle and upper classes of eigh-
teenth-century France. The subsequent

~ § development of ballet into an art of
ments of political, military, spiritual,

worldwide appeal raises the question of
whether other court forms may follow a
similar course. In Yogyakarta, the estab-
lishment of a dance academy outside
the court has let loose creative energies
whose impact on the classic court
dances cannot be predicted. Bugaku
has appeared on Japanese television and
toured the world, but its protected sta-
tus as a “national treasure” would seem
to restrict opportunities for further
development. The court of the
Asantehene continues to provide a focus
for the self-image of the Asante people;
adaptations of court dances figure
prominently in the programs of Ghana's
National Dance Company, and a com-
munity of Asante who live in New York

4

o

City has organized around an elected
chief who takes his place proudly in the
hierarchy that culminates in the court
of the Asantehene in Kumase.

W hether or not courts and their
dances survive would seem to depend
on how successful they are in holding up
a mirror to their society. The power of
dance to communicate the past glories
of a community—and by so doing to
bind that community closer together
in the present—is eloquently expressed
in the words of Professor Opoku: “All
our public occasions end in dance.
When you hear the drums, it sweetens
the inside of your head, as we say in the
Asante language, like sugar, and you

become aware that you belong to a grear
people.”

107



	Jonas Ch 3 DAN204
	Jonas Ch3.2 DAN204

