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The Heart of Tradition

I remember very clearly the day I first set foot in what
was to become my hometown while in Japan. I could hear
the voices of the cicadas in the trees and the children playing
nearby as I watched the rice in the fields sway gently in the
afternoon breeze. Matsuo Basho’s summer haiku about the cry
of the cicadas came to mind as I walked to school greeted by the
students in the cool of the morning. It was as if coming to Japan
was like a dream I had not yet awakened from.

Life in the countryside is something that only those that
have experienced it personally can truly understand. I was able
to take part in many traditional activities thanks to living far
outside the limits of the big cities. As someone who studied
anthropology in college, the ability to experience a new culture
first hand was truly an exciting prospect. It was as if everything
I saw became something tangible and jumped out of the pages
of my textbooks to become something real right in front of me.
Soon, my schedule began to fill up with activities like Japanese
dance, koto and shamisen lessons, Japanese cooking, and flower

arrangement, among other things.

After a while of learning about traditional arts, I was invited
to take part in a local cultural festival. Truthfully, I was a bit
surprised to be asked to participate. I thought that if I were to
be a part of such an important event in the town, it would make
me a spokesperson or representative on behalf of traditional
arts in Japan. In a world where young people don’t show much
interest in traditional arts, I knew that I would have a chance to
teach the students something important if I developed my skills,
but as a foreigner, I had a sense that it would be a bit audacious
and brazen for me to undertake the role of cultural spokesperson
on behalf of the arts to Japanese people. For the time being, 1
put my misgivings aside and decided just to enjoy myself while
I learned about the rich culture around me.

Before I knew it, the seasons began to change and the
years quickly passed. I was able to come in contact with so
many interesting people who shared my love of the arts. |
became close with them as we practiced together and my view
of the outside world grew as I listened to their stories and came
to know them all better. Looking back, I realized that all the
wonderful memories I made while learning about arts in Japan
made my experience there all the richer. I feel so lucky to have
been able to become a part of the town and I realize that this
was considerably due to taking part in the traditional arts of the

community.

One day I met a friend at Tokyo station before she went
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to a music festival. She was wearing a yukata, as it was just
around that time of the summer when festivals are so popular.
After walking around the shops in the station for a while, her
obi came loose and seemed like it would fall down, so I offered
to fix it for her. She looked at me skeptically and asked, “Can
you actually do that?” As it happens, I had been taking dance
lessons one or two times a week since I got to Japan and I
wore a kimono almost every time, so I learned how to dress
myself in a kimono or yukata fairly soon after my arrival in
Japan. “Come here,” I directed and fixed her obi in less than 30
seconds. She asked me, “How is it that a foreigner can do this
better than I can?” There were definitely times when I thought
how strange it was that | seemed to be more into traditional arts
than young Japanese people usually are, but I believe I learned
something really important that day. Whether you are Japanese
or American, the result of studying a foreign culture is that
no matter what your nationality is, culture is something that
becomes your own- a true part of you.

A year has passed since I came home and I have continued
to love that small town in Chiba all the while. Even now, I miss
them all so very much and I think of them every day. When I
first came home, I thought there were times my heart would
break, but wherever I happen to be in the world, the friendship
that I developed with the people of the community remains with
me. I hope that wherever they are, everyone in that town will
know how much I still think of them and that I will never forget

the years we spent together.




