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Yasunari Kawabata’s view on dance

f T R E R
Yoshiko TAKAHASHI

Abstract

The writer Yasunari Kawabata (1899-1972), a Nobel laureate in 1968, was very interested in dance. This study aims
to consider Kawabata’s view of dance by examining his novels, essays, reviews, and other writings in the period from
1929 to 1937, when Kawabata commented upon dance frequently, based on The Complete Works of Yasunari Kawabata
(Shinchosha, 1980), which comes in 35 volumes and two supplementary volumes as standard texts.

Kawabata came to be interested in Western dance after seeing a revue in which he first took an interest and through
an encounter with a woman named Umezono in the show. From that point on, he explored dance revues and reviewed
them in a candid manner as an amateur, which lead to his involvement with dance by writing novels based on his view
of dance.

Kawabata’s view of art is clearly shown in an essay titled The Existence and Discovery of Beauty (1969). It can be
summarized as: (1) grasping an aspect by its instinctive beauty, (2) putting a high value on tradition, (3) being sensible
of ethnicity, and (4) considering virginity important. These characteristics completely correspond to his view of dance,
in other words, the reasons Kawabata was attracted to classic ballet as performed by the bodies of young women with
traditional and systemized techniques.

In 1950, after a 13-year hiatus from writing about the dance, Kawabata wrote the novel Maihime. In this novel, we
can clearly see his view of dance, a view that had not changed from the 1930s—the period when Western dance was
introduced in Japan—as shown in his essays, reviews, and other writings during this period. These views include :
performed by young bodies, taking the Cecchetti method of classical ballet to be important, and criticizing the fact that
Japanese dancers learned Neue Tanz without acquiring the methods of classical ballet.

Kawabata’s work provides the opportunity to catch a glimpse of the situation regarding Western dance in Japan in
the 1930s through the acute sense of a writer. Interestingly, Kawabata’s views on dance may well provide a key insight
into understanding Kawabata’s views on art and the essence of his works.
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