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Historical Studies on Prohibition and Restoration of Bon Odori

—The Case of Gujo Odori in Gifu—

Kanako Ito*
Kyoko Raita**

Abstract

Bon Odori, which is known as a Japanese traditional physical culture originating in the Heian Period,
was prohibited by local governments in the Meiji era, on the grounds that it corrupts public morals. In
Gifu prefecture, the local government issued a prohibition order on Bon Odoriin 1874 and then another
prohibition order on 7& Odoriin 1875. In addition, the Ishiki Kaii ordinance was issued to control the day-
to-day lives of the people at the same time. Though temporarily repressed, the Gujo Odori Preservation

Association (hereinafter “Hozon-Kai”) was established in 1922 and efforts were made to restore Bon Odori.

This study examines how Bon Odori in the Gifu prefecture was restored by clarifying the details of
the prohibition process by the local government in the Meiji era and the background and how Bon Odori
was recognized at that time. The study also clarifies the Hozon-Kai’s activities to restore Bon Odoriin the
Taisho Era and details of the tradition process. More specifically, the study was conducted to discuss four
issues: (1) why local governments in Gifu prohibited Bon Odors; (2) how the local people reacted to the
prohibition of Bon Odori, (3) which aspects of the physical culture were considered contrary to public
order by the Gifu government in the Meiji Era based on an analysis of the /shiki Kaii ordinance, and (4)
activities conducted by the Hozon-Kai established in 1922 to restore Bon Odori.

It was determined from the research that the prohibition order was adopted to prohibit traditional
practices and customs. The government regarded Bon Odori as “useless” or “bad conduct” and 7e Odori
as something that “obstructs education”. It was also determined that some provisions concerning physical
culture in the Ishiki Kaii ordinance referred to the daily lives and entertainment of the people that had
been permitted. Gifu Prefecture oppressed “non-modernistic” traditional bodily expression and tried to
establish an order of physical culture. According to newspaper articles following the issuance of the
prohibition order, however, people danced on the occasions of festivals or in their daily lives.

The Hozon-Kai consolidated the various dances to restore Bon Odoriby “selecting appropriate lyrics”
as a “clean entertainment” and popularized Bon Odoriby adapting to the changes of the time. As a result,
Gujo Odori became an important tourism resource of the area. On the other hand, a sense of liberty, an
inherent element of Bon Odori was lost.

In Gifu Prefecture, Bon Odori, which has long been performed by local people, did not fall into
desuetude in spite of the local government’s repression. Gujo Odori, which is a Bon Odori rooted in Gifu
Prefecture, has unique characteristics not seen in other regions. It is important to present the local
characteristics of every region in order to carry on the tradition of the Bon Odori and to use the local
physical culture as resources for tourism in the local government policy making process.

Key Words : prohibition order on Bon Odori, restoration, an order of physical culture, Gujo Odori
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