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FESTIVALS IN TOHOKU

~ IN THREE PARTS —
A TOKYO CINEMA FILM

Planning
TOHOKU ELECTRIC POWER CO., LTD.

: Production SOZO OKADA

Script and Direction . * . . .. < . . . . Shinkichi Noda
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S YN OPSIS

The northeastern part . of lapanese mainland, called Tohoku, lis an
agrarian province rich in ancient customs and colorful fesfivals, both
having been preserved, through the ages. This three-part film depicts
some of the most chraracteristic of festivals and rituals. -

PART 1
DEER DANCE

Even in the present day of advanced farming fechniques, nature is .

harsh on rice cultivation. In ancient times farmers prayed to the gods
to beg for protection against famines. The Deer Dance in Hanamaki
is said to originate from a religious ritual of exorcism. Formerly the
whole' village joined 'in"the dance, but row only 14 men in the town
are capable of dancing in the authentic manner. At the New Year
and other festive seasons the group make the rounds of the town to
give performances ' of ‘this dance.

P.ORTERES TV AL:

Since  ancient fimes, fishermen have entreated the gods to assist
them 'in ‘obtaining good  catches, probably more desperately than
farmers prayed for rich harvests. The sea, to them, must have appeared
far. more destructive if they incurred the wrath of ' nature. ‘On July
10th, the day of the annual festival of the Shiogama Shinto Shrine
near Sendai, fishermen worship ‘the gods enshrined in a sacred ship
which ‘cruises. among the' 'hundreds of tiny islets in scenic Matsushima
Bay.

PrATR T 52

SANJA FESTIVAL

Hachinohe,  an' ancient fishing  port near the northern extremity
of the mainland is. also' a rapidly growing industrial city, with the
construction of a ' 150,000 KW thetmal power house well under way.
However, the city assumes .its ‘character ‘of ' feudal times during’ the
midsummer Sanja Festival with cavalcades of feudal warriors and huge
floats decked with ‘colorful figures: of historical personalities.

TANABATA FESTIVAL

Sendai, the lo'rgesf city in northeastern Japan, is known throughout

the country for its gorgeous Tanabata Festival on the 7th'day of the

7th ‘month of the year. The ancient tradition of hanging multicolored
threads, and more recently cards on which poems are written, on
bamboo branches is now being exploited on' a grand scale by com- -
mercialism, especially the tourist industry.

NEPUTA FESTIVAL

Neputa Festival ‘in Hirosaki, a prosperous town near the northern
tip of the mainland, is said to date back to the 8th Cenfury when a
great general went to the front to conquer the northern barbarians.
Depicted on gorgeous floats, each in the shape of ‘a huge fan, are
the figures of brave ancient warriors on one side and the graceful
beauties of the bygone days on the other. The Neputa Festival in the
nearby city of Aomori is still more gorgeous with its floats decorated
with life-size. figures of men and women.
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SMALL NEW YEAR DAY

In " ancient times, farmers believed that at ‘the change' of the

seasons, their ancestral gods descended from heaven to bring ‘a spirit
of new energy.

New Year's Day ‘of the lunar month is ‘called the ''Big'' New
Year Day, and the 15th of January the '"Small” New Year Day.

A few days before the Small New Year Day, the villagers of
Nishi-Yokoyama in the Niigata Prefecture observe the rite of welcoming
the god. They go to' the mountains and look for ‘‘Mizukusa' (a kind
of dogwood), in which the god is said to dwell. When found, they
pray. to the god and offer rice and rice-cake, and cut the trees. In
addition, they fell three big chestnut: trees, to wse them in the village
fire festival on the night of Small New Yedr Day. The trees are planted
in the paddy dedicated to the god of ‘‘Sai'.

On the 14th; from early in the morning rice-cake making begms

This rice-cake is called '*Wakamochi" or rice-cake of youthful spirit.
Part of ‘it is used for decorating the family altar, and small pieces of
rice-cake made linto the shape of 'cocoons are put on' the twigs of

the Mizukusa: tree. This is for invoking rich harvests of silkworm cocoons

and rice..

In some villages farmers simulate rice- -planting tonthe 14th, and
go out into the: snow-covered fields and plant straw or beanstalks or
sedge. This is ‘also for invoking rich harvest. i

Towards ;the evening of the 14th, village boys gather af ‘the
village shrine to stay there overnight for the  fraditional rite  of
""scattering!’ injurious birds. During the night, the boys eat a'lot, chat
gaily. and go 'out several times for ‘'scattering birds'. ‘It is a very
jolly time. for ithe village lads.

In the meantime, each family makes skewers for roasting rice-cake
and ceremonial sword to be used on the 15th out of the young free
“welcomed'' to the house. The sword is a sacred rod which is ‘said
to give a young wife ‘good children 'if she is fapped with it ‘on the
hip. .

Now comes the 15th of January, the Small ‘New Year Day. The
village lads collect faggots for the fire festival, and. pile them in various

parts of the village. Some of the villagers cry round announcing that:
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the  festival is ready. They cry V'O Mara!l (O Mara!'' ‘meaning "Big

Phallus! Big Phallus!'' which reminds 'vs that the god of "Sai' is the

| symbol of Phallus as the productive power.
The night of the 15th, and the villagers gather at the paddy

field dedicated fo the god of '"Sai' with the faggots in their hands. '

‘The kindling fire is brought from the village shrine. When the torches
are ablaze, the ‘rite of '"beating with' fire” commences. 'This is meant
to. purify' the 'body and drive away evil spirits. ‘ The farmers prophecy
~the year's crops from the flames and pray the god for bumper: crops.
The fire will keep them safe from illness, and. the ashes will bring a
rich harvest if sprlnkled over the field. i

The god of the new year is believed to ride the ﬂcmes and! smoke
that rise from the fire to return fo his heuvenly abode.

BONDEN FESTIVAL

The colorful 'sireamers called: ""Bonden'’ represent the god 'who is :

worshipped as the very origin of the universe and .as the source of
life. 1f is also said to be a variety of sacred staff held by the Shinto
priest. In these senses, rhe Bonden symbollzes the ob|ecr of  phallic
worship. Pty

The ‘Bonden feshval in- Yokote ‘City. of Akita Prefecture is held on
January 17th of the lunar month to pray to the god for rich harvests
and prosperous business at the Asahiga-Oka Shinto shrine. The faithful,
flying these Bonden, run a race fo the shrine. The quicker one reaches

the 'shrine, the. richer will be his crops. So, the worshlppers hustlmg,v

push it on its way.

Through this  energetic feshval which has  been 1rcmsm|tfed from
the remote ages we can see the healthy ‘and naive  desire of the
farmer for better and increased harvests.

tokyo cinema co, inc.

' Omi Brotherhood Bldg., No. 1 Surugadai 2-chome, Kanda,
Chiyoda-ku, Tokyo, Japan '+ Telephones: 29-6351~4."
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