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A brief introduction to angura
Angura as a fully shaped (yet always transforming) entity emerged in the late 50s and peaked in the 60s like many other avant-garde movements all around the globe. The contexts were different yet s…
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[image: The image is of a post card featuring a man in white face paint and a mustache, holding a doll with blond hair. In the background there is a painting of a smiling man in a suit. on the postcard there is some writing in japanese and on thr top right corner, a stamp.]Postcard by Terayama, featured in the book 
People of the Inugami Clan (犬神家の人々), 1975.



Although the primary purpose of Angura Research Center, as official as the name sounds, is just to have a place for me to exteriorize my interests in a more or less organized way and offer other people some of my collected knowledge and attempts at translating works I love, there’s no denying that the word “angura” is the focal point of it. It is in a way the centre of the map. I might use the word liberally (doesn’t this actor have an angura vibe? this cafe is so angura! are sentences I have probably said at some point), but it does mean something concrete, it has a history and even holds sociopolitical weight.
That said, trying to define angura felt like the obvious first step this blog should take, and anyone who ventures here will be able to refer to this text as the foundations of everything else I’ll talk about in the future.




The term “angura” is a Japanese contraction of the english word “underground” that can be broken down like so: “underground”, pronounced in Japanese, is “andaaguraundo (アンダーグラウンド)”, which was shortened using the first syllables of the two parts of the word “andaa guraundo”, and became angura (アングラ).
So angura means “underground”, but more specifically underground counterculture, and more accurately, Japanese underground theatre. Its meaning has somewhat broadened over time, but its origins being intrinsically linked to theatre is extremely important to understand as much its aesthetic properties as its overarching themes and political dynamics.




[image: The image is of three photographs by Terayama, depicting members of Tenjo Sajiki during performances. One is a photo from below of a man walking on the side of a decorated building, blue sky behind him. The second is in black and white and features two actors with white masks on a machine that looks like a pyramidal bicycle. The last is of actors standing on stairs among an audience. They are wearing black suits and white face paint.]Three photographs of various Tenjo Sajiki theatre performances from Terayama’s photography book The people of Tenjo Sajiki (天井桟敷の人々), 1977.



Angura as a fully shaped (yet always transforming) entity emerged in the late 50s and peaked in the 60s like many other avant-garde movements all around the globe. The contexts were different yet similar: it was the post-war era, and many thought that a revolution was needed. It is no coincidence that this period was also aflame with radical student activity, protests, and political organization among the youth. For Japan, the post-war landscape was full of contradiction: imperialism had “officially” fallen, yet its sudden, forced end created a deep schism in Japanese national identity; conservatism had strong progressive opposition, and socialists even held the reigns for just under a year in 1947, but the country reverted quickly back to conservatism along the Cold War. It was a complicated time for the future academics of the 60s to grow up in, but by then the machine was already in motion, and in the 50s, the Zengakuren (全学連), a leftist federation of university students was already established.
Japan’s leftist history is complex and outside of the scope of this post, but the gist was that with Zengakuren’s creation, a strike of intense radical action would be wrecking havoc in Japan for the next 20 years, for better or worse, and among the ranks were many of the instigators of angura. They were redefining the Japanese identity, their individual identity, the purpose of authority, and as some took the streets to find answers, many were doing it through art, but also taking the art to the streets.
In the theatre scene, young artists were actively rejecting a previous movement called shingeki (新劇), which was essentially Japan’s take on western realism and had once upon a time been the revolutionary answer to traditional forms of Japanese theatre, in particular Kabuki. It had become obsolete, something from a past era to break away from, expedited by generational gaps and ideological differences that could not be resolved. The next step for these young artists was the dissolution of control mechanisms, rigid training systems, and the push for an aesthetic rebellion1. With that, all the pieces were in place.




Angura at its core is a mix of many elements, which varied in prevalence from one troupe to another, but remained more or less consistent: a reactualization of the past (either nostalgic or critical, a bridge between the eras was nevertheless created), an attempt at democratizing, if anything, the theatre process (which had not exactly succeeded2), and a radical review of the essence of theatre as art in all ways possible (theatre spaces, scripts, acting, and even the limit between theatre and reality were redefined).
This first point is the core origin for one of angura’s most recognizable and transcendental characteristics, which is a fusion of visual timelines heavily marked by aestheticism from the Taisho period (1912 to 1926) and most obviously the early Showa period (1926 to 1989), but reached far into Japan’s history to pre-Meiji times (before 1868, when the country essentially became “westernized”). As summarized by Peter Eckersall, it was one way to create an “aspect of continuity in the fractured historical experience of Japan”3 caused by the war, but also to revisit one’s past under a new light, one that often required introspection from both the artist and the audience. Eckersall also adds on that matter: “The question – as it always is in angura – is not [so] much about the past, but what to do with the past in the present.”4




[image: The image is a sepia photograph of director Kara Juro and his theatre troupe in front of their tent. Some of them are in costumes, and wear white face paint.]Kara Juro and his troupe Situation Theatre (状況劇場) also called Red Tent, from the photobook Kara Juro and his Red Tent, 1976.



The third point is one that relates to theatre as a medium above all, yet still influenced how angura would evolve beyond it. Since angura artists were rejecting shingeki, they were rejecting realism and every convention that came with it. Tents were new mobile places for performance and often replaced regular theatre halls (Kara Juro’s Red Tent and Sato Makoto’s Black Tent are two famous examples), but also the streets, the city itself were spaces where theatre could occur. Stages were figuratively exploded into new spaces that the audience could enter, but also that the actors could exit. Scripts were no longer static and lost their power over the plays; acting did not come after years of refinement, and instead was spontaneous, often amateur, but accessible.
Terayama Shuji, without a doubt the most emblematic figurehead of angura, was one of the pioneers of those practices, and serves as a perfect showcase of what theatre could accomplish outside of its previously set boundaries. He and his troupe Tenjo Sajiki, composed of misfits, artists, runaways and talented weirdos, performed countless plays which challenged the status quo in unique ways, including some he called “city dramas” – two of such instances were titled Man Powered Plane Solomon (人力飛行機ソロモン) and Knock (ノック), planned and set up across entire neighbourhoods where actors would disperse to recite lines or perform pre-planned scenes that would involve unsuspecting passerbys or audience members (who were given maps pointing out performance locations) into sudden narratives, nonsensical interviews, and so on5. This dissolution of the border between fiction and reality would be present in his work before and after these theatrical projects, including previous radio dramas in the late 50s (his infamous film Emperor Tomato Ketchup was initially one of such radio dramas), but also his later filmmaking experiments in the 70s, where for example, during the screening of his short The Trial (審判) that features nails, audiences and accomplices would get up to hammer nails into the screen6.




Terayama’s era (1960s-70s) is considered the first wave of angura theatre. Eckersall, in his book Theorizing the Angura Space, divides the evolution of angura – at least at the time the book was published – in three time periods that saw a shift of mindsets and consequently of themes, techniques, tones and even technology explored by angura artists, a gradual change that mirrored the social and economical evolution of Japan and the outside world. The 1980’s was the economic Bubble era, so angura became lighter, focusing on postmodernist problems like consumption and materialism; the 90s turned darker again, more dystopian, but also found clearer and more complete political motivations, more inclusive and aware of racial and gender dynamics7.
Decades later however, when looking back at the history of the movement and despite its transformation, we can say that the first wave is what many people still think of when referring to angura; it has solidified into a sort of picture book that ascended into popular culture, fixed into history and quietly influencing many aspects of modern media.




[image: The image shows a scene from Terayama's film Pastoral. We see a boy with white face paint and black hat. He stands among a bush red flowers. Behind him a big rock, and to his left a japanese flag.]Scene from Terayama’s film Pastoral, 1974



Beyond angura’s lasting impact on theatre, a medium that is by definition ephemeral, an art strictly of the present, the reason why its visual codes and core technical practices are still so easily recognizable is thanks to angura’s experimental tendencies and cross-media presence. Terayama and his contemporaries were often multidisciplinary artists who left lasting traces of their vision: photography, graphic design, film, and music are some of the tangible traces of angura we have outside of the few grainy VHS recordings of plays and stories from people who had the chance to attend them. If we watch films like Terayama’s Pastoral to Die in the Country (田園に死す), or look at Yokoo Tadanori’s posters, or listen to J.A. Seazer’s music, we get a firsthand glimpse at angura’s audiovisual universe. This might be the reason we can associate simple things like old wall clocks, shironuri (白塗り, white face paint), or traveling circuses, imperial flags and other grotesque things with angura.




Decades after the dissolution of angura’s first wave (around Terayama’s death in 1983, many would argue), its spirit can be recognized in modern media made by people who were influenced deeply by its legacy, consciously or not. In the second half of the 80s, when angura had already shifted to other preoccupations, two ex-members of Kara’s Situation Theatre (Red Tent) founded the short-lived troupe Tokyo Grand Guignol, who produced four plays in its two years of activity, one of which is the cult classic Litchi Hikari Club, still considered today a modern staple of ero-guro and angura (partly due to its revival when it was adapted to manga in 2005 by Furuya Usamaru, then turned into a franchise when it was later made into a live action film, anime, and even fictional rock band).




[image: The image shows the band Guruguru Eigakan. There are four members, wearing white face paint and old japanese school uniforms and hats. The photo is in a brown oval frame.]Band Guru Guru Eigakan in costumes inspired by angura, including shironuri makeup.



In the 90s and 00s, a few alternative bands in the visual kei scene gravitated towards angura aesthetics and sound, inspired by the theatre scores of musicians like J.A. Seazer and often incorporating theatre elements to their performances. Guruguru Eigakan (グルグル映畫館, lit. Spinning Cinema), Inugami Circus Dan (犬神サーカス団, lit. Circus Troupe of the Dog God) and Strawberry Song Orchestra are three pillars of this unofficial subgenre; they often collaborated, hosting theatre-concerts and shows that broke the limits of music performance. They wore white face paint and retro clothing; Guruguru and Inugami notably collaborated on a radio-themed album (凶子の「恐怖の深夜ラヂヲ」, lit. “Kyoko’s Midnight Horror Radio”, 2007) reminiscent of angura’s immersive and genre-bending endeavours (one of the songs on this album is even titled “Rain on Mount Fear” (雨の恐山), a famous location in Terayama’s birth prefecture of Aomori he has featured in his work many times).
In cinema, angura’s mark can be felt well past the 70s. During the next decade, Suzuki Seijun would release the surreal Taisho trilogy (Zigeunerweisen in 1980, Kageroza in 1981, and Yumeji in 1991), as he was gradually coming back to filmmaking after being fired and blacklisted by Nikkatsu studios. Hayashi Kaizo would make his debut with To Sleep so as to Dream (夢見るように眠りたい, 1986), a black and white oneiric ode to cinema that merged angura with Jean Cocteau’s self-reflective dreamlike style. In the late 80s and early 90s, before Patlabor or Ghost in the Shell would make him famous, Oshii Mamoru made a handful of meta-absurd live action films that borrowed many elements from angura. Some years later, the theatre director Amano Tengai of still active troupe Shounen Ouja Kan (少年王者舘, lit. Boy-monarch Palace) made one of the defining angura films of the 90s, Twilights. 




[image: The image is a colorised black and white photo of a woman and man standing in front of the ocean. they both wear old clothes, a dress and a suit. the woman holds a parasol. the man stands in front of a door frame, but there is no building. they are waving at each other.]Colorized scene from Terayama’s short film Labyrinth Tale (迷宮譚, 1975) from the book Terayama Shuji’s Mask Gallery (寺山修司の仮面画報), 1978. 



As years go on, it gets harder to properly recognize angura as it exists in modern media. The passage of time has a tendency to dilute things or even to alter them completely, but my main objective here was to provide some sort of guide that could help anyone understand angura as it truly is. You’ll know that a wooden wall clock on its own is not angura, but if used to create this ominous sense of nostalgia that distorts time, you’ll be closer to what you’re looking for; and when confronted with imperial imagery, it will be angura only when desecrated, ridiculed, or ironized. Still, I can’t see a better way to understand angura than diving into it yourself, and I hope this text and my future projects on this blog will help with that.




As always, I want to thank the many people who have researched this subject before me and have allowed me to develop my knowledge and comprehension of Japanese counterculture. Take a moment to acknowledge the sources used, listed below, as well as my Resources page, where my main sources will remain listed and updated. For fans of cinema, I have a list of angura films available for inspiration.




1 Theorizing the Angura Space, Peter Eckersall (Brill Academic Publishers, 2006), p.47
2 Ibid, p.78
3 Ibid, p. 57
4 Ibid, p. 74
5 Unspeakable Acts, Carol Fisher Sorgenfrei (University of Hawai’i Press, 2005), p. 144-145
6 Japanese Counterculture, Steven C. Ridgely (University of Minnesota Press, 2010), p.120
7 Theorizing the Angura Space, Peter Eckersall (Brill Academic Publishers, 2006). This is the author’s general thesis, further reading is highly encouraged.
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Although the primary purpose of Angura Research Center, as official as the name sounds, is just to have a place for
me to exteriorize my interests in a more or less organized way and offer other people some of my collected
knowledge and attempts at translating works I love, there’s no denying that the word “angura” is the focal point of it.
It is in a way the centre of the map. I might use the word liberally (doesn’t this actor have an angura vibe? this cafe is
so angura! are sentences I have probably said at some point), but it does mean something concrete, it has a history
and even holds sociopolitical weight.

That said, trying to define angura felt like the obvious first step this blog should take, and anyone who ventures here
will be able to refer to this text as the foundations of everything else I’ll talk about in the future.






OEBPS/Images/7e8V23WZE4PRAMuJHKiZe1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/FA7t2voXT8n1BMGdLYkQdU.jpg
m
£

TN

3 e B e L






OEBPS/Images/GLapgc4fk6DwnyNger6jQd.png





OEBPS/Images/N2Y93S76kvb7bWtDczBBPd.jpg





OEBPS/Images/EYnvHCjHQhoj1Mf7qtwda3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CFSD5CDGfqkcPcBWBzphue.jpg





OEBPS/Images/icon-WPFV74gBdwMcELmeyDVGAw.png





