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vities in daily life.

very much songs and dances of various sorts are
enjoyed by Ainu people when performed durlng rituals and in the course of daily life. Activities of
the Ainu people such as these are described in some of the documents written by non-Ainu people in
the Edo and early Meiji periods.
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Introduction to the Folk Performing Arts of the Ainu People
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Drastic changes in the climate surrounding Ainu folk performing arts since the Meiji era have
resulted in a gradual decrease in the number of people who have learned traditional Ainu styles of
dancing, singing and the playing of musical instruments. This is attributable to the emergence of
new forms of entertainment, to radio and television and to the wider introduction of Western music
influences as is the case with other ethnic groups and societies. Yet, the assimilation policy,
particularly in the case of the Ainu, has been another factor contributing to the fewer opportunities
of experiencing their traditional performing arts.

Despite the cultural changes of the times, their performing arts, including singing and dancing,
were still appreciated when they gathered for rituals and ceremonies and some people still sang their
traditional songs in their daily lives. Some of the songs and dances have been preserved and
transmitted through performances for visitors at tourist sites.
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Today, every Ainu person enjoys various sorts of songs and dances including both traditional and
contemporary ones, just as do many others. Some of them are learning and transmitting traditional
styles of performing arts which their ancestors have passed down.

Amid the recently increasing trend toward restoration and transmission of traditional Ainu culture,
more Ainu people today are learning and transmitting their performing arts in their respective areas,
while in some cases adopting the traditions of other areas in their own regions. Organized efforts to
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preserve Ainu traditional dancing have been made in some areas in Hokkaido. These activities led to
public performances at various locations and traditional songs and dances were recorded for learning
and pleasure.

Some elements of contemporary music have been incorporated into the innovative styles of
performance which are emerging today.

This handbook shows some of the wide variety of traditional styles of Ainu folk performing arts.
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Ainu songs and dances are classified in various categories such as songs that are sung during
everyday life and those performed during rituals and ceremonies.

Traditional dances are performed accompanied by singing. These songs generally are sung by
keeping time using hand-clapping alone. References to singing in other styles of performance which
were accompanied by musical instruments are recorded in old documents, and some Ainu dances in
Sakhalin are performed to instrumental accompaniment.
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Songs, Dances and Instruments
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The performing arts of Ainu people have never been connected with specific experts. Instead they
have been transmitted mostly through the active involvement of family members in singing and
dancing at home and in the local communities where the people have resided.

There are no music scores or texts describing the detailed movements of dancing. The words are
already determined for most pieces, although singing is at times improvised by adding shouts or
substituting words expressive of a singer's emotions at the time, all depending upon the types of songs
being sung. Some songs and dances are performed on specific occasions and the age and sex of the
performers are determined as well. The rules to determine these things vary depending on area,
individual performer and era.
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1 Singing and Dancing

Some of the music, songs and dances from a variety of examples are described in the following
sections.
Sitting Songs

A few singers are seated around the lid of a lacquer ware container and all parties sing together
while tapping the lid to beat time.

Circle Dance
All the performers stand in a circle facing the center and dance moving clockwise while singing.
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Songs Sung Accompanied by Pounding
The songs in this category are sung in accordance with the rhythms and movements associated with
pounding grain. The pieces have been played as part of the repertoire in recent years.

Dances Mimicking Animal Movements

The major components of dances of this kind are body movements mimicking the most
representative motions of animals and the dances passed down through the generations vary depending
on area. For instance, there are dances for crane, snipe, swift, sparrow, fox and grasshopper.
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Dances Performed by Men

Performers dance solemnly with both arms moving up and down while stepping on the floor slowly
and firmly. In other dances which are performed mostly by men, performers dance with a bow and
arrow or a sword in hand.

Lullabies
These are songs Ainu people sing while rocking babies and small children to put them to sleep.

Lyric Songs
Singers sing to express emotions of joy, happiness, sorrow and love that they feel in their present
lives or that they connect with old memories.
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2 Musical Instruments

Ainu Jaw Harps
Bamboo instruments are distributed relatively extensively throughout areas of Hokkaido, although

instruments of this type did not exist in the past in some areas. Metal instruments are seen mainly in
Sakhalin.
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Five-Stringed Zithers
These musical instruments are played by plucking the strings with the fingers.

Other Types of Musical Instruments
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