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Modern Popular Theatre and Traditional Culture:
A Case of Okinawa-Shibai -

Naoko Hosoi *

After encountering foreign countries and clashing with alien cultures, modern East Asian
theatres defined their own cultures as “traditional” and aimed to establish new cultures suitable
for modern time. For Okinawa, the modern age started with the modernizing Japan's occupation
and with Okinawa’s Japanization. Both Oganse Odori and Toudori, Okinawa’s “traditional”
culture, emerged and developed during the rule of Ryukyu Kingdom for diplomatic purposes
rather than for public entertainment.

Shibai, as a kind of modern Okinawa theatre, gained widespread popularity within only
thirty years. Okinawa’s “traditional” culture and Japanese theatre were both “others” to the
people of Okinawa. What did Okinawa popular theatre adopt from these “others” and what did
it leave out? How did Shibai gain support from the locals as a culture of their own? This paper
examines the creation of Shibai to explore the unique bonds between Okinawa's “others” and

“self.”

Keywords: Popular Theatre, modern time, traditional culture, Japanization, Okinawa

popular theatre

" Translator’s Note: Shibai originally referred to seats on lawn where people attended theatrical performances with
fences around in ancient Japan. Later on, the work Shibai was expanded to also mean the place where theatrical
plays are performed and theatre, as well as the dramas and acting in theatre. Therefore, Shibai has a broader
meaning than “theatre.” In this paper, Shibai is treated as a specific term, and thus is used throughout the
translation.

" Professor, College of Intercultural Communication, Department of Intercultural Communication, Rikkyo
University
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