
In the outdoor theatre of an Okutama shrine 
set amongst beautiful spring greenery 
male and female lions do a furious dance
involving the sun and moon
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Performers 
wearing hats 
used in traditional 
performing arts 
surround the lions 
and play the sasara 
to keep time
(most dances have 
four people but 
Kawai has six)
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black head are
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The Kawai Three-Lion Dance

Female lion

Male lion

Bird feathers

Tengu’s 
clowning
spurs on 
the lions

Dance to 
the beat 
of a belly 
drum

The lions’ furious dancing is also 
called Kuruu (go crazy)

Red head, no horns.
Are those teeth 
stained black?

It used to be held in
summer, but nowadays is 
mainly performed in 
spring and fall

The Three-Lion Dance is 
found mainly
in the Saitama Chichibu 
area and the Tokyo
Nishitama area. In Okutama 
alone it’s performed in 14 
locations.
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and lunch in between. It’s a marathon nine-hour program that 
finishes around 5:30 p.m.
In the first dance on the program, Sasa no Ha (bamboo grass 
blades), the lions defend themselves and purify the area. Six other 
performers dressed as women stand around the lions, concealing 
their faces with the hanagasa hats worn by traditional entertainers. 
They keep time with sasara, a traditional percussion instrument 
made of notched bamboo. In contrast to the lions, the hanagasa-
wearers barely move and seem a bit like the dead with their 
covered faces, which all contributes to the creation of a mysterious 
atmosphere. Since some of them were only in grade three or four at 
elementary school, however, the sense of mystery was overridden 

by worry that the headgear might be too heavy for them, but it was 
sweet to see them doing such a gallant job. 
The shrine still has a tower gate that was built in the late Edo 
period. It’s an uncommon design with the gate at the bottom and 
a stage at the top, and the dance is performed in front of the 
stage facing the main shrine. Audience seating is a magnificent 
construction of stones stacked in a stair formation to form tiers 
where the audience can stretch out in comfort or eat a picnic lunch. 
When lunchtime came I bought some grilled chicken skewers, 
yakisoba noodles and a can of beer from the locals, and sat high 
up in the stands enjoying a party by myself. The third dance on the 
program, Tsunakakari, was being performed. Up until then the lions 

It isn't very well known that towns in the Western Tama area of 
metropolitan Tokyo, such as Ome, Akiruno and Okutama, still have 
a living tradition of folk performing arts. One of the most common is 
sanbiki-shishimai, the three-lion dance in which three lions perform 
as one. Performances of this dance are dedicated to shrines in 
the area from spring through to fall as a way of praying for bumper 
harvests and to drive away pests. On May 5 I went to see the dance 
that is performed at the Yakumo Shrine in Kawai Okutama. 
This particular day falls during the series of public holidays known 
as Golden Week. which means that even early in the morning the 

Ome line train bound for Okutama was jam-packed with holiday-
makers looking to enjoy the spring weather. It was difficult just 
getting to the mountains to experience their restorative atmosphere. 
I got out at Kawai Station and began walking to Yakumo Shrine. 
One thing to note here is that there is a shrine with the same name 
near Sawai Station, which is two stations before Kawai. I know this 
because I made that mistake last year. Kawai and Sawai also sound 
similar, which makes it even more confusing.
The performance I wanted to see began at 8:45 a.m. Over the 
course of the day there would be seven dances, with several breaks 

Enjoying a Traditional Lion Dance on a Peaceful Day Out in Spring 



Hiding the female lion and the universe A Tower Gate Stage 
and Stone Seating Stands 

A Tower Gate
Stage 

The eclipse was believed to be
a bad omen, so perhaps the 
dance hiding the female lion 
was meant to remove bad luck.

Kabuki and other 
plays were
performed here up 
until
the late 1920s 

What is it about the Kawai 
“Hiding the female lion” 
dance…?

The impressive stone-tiered seating 
and tower gate stage are designated 
Tangible Folk Cultural Properties of 
Tokyo

Hanagasa are thought to represent 
the universe, and the three lions 
the sun, moon and stars. Hmm… 

A memorial 
stone 
to the eclipse
at Lake Okutama

The female lion 
hidden by the
hanagasa

The sun and moon 
atop the hanagasa

A male lion searches 
for the female

Main shrine
The gods get special seats

The lion dance is
performed here

At the rear of the 
gate is a stage

The dance is performed 
here in rainy weather

Pass through the gate, 
go up the stairs 
and you’re in the shrine 
grounds 

Apparently built during 
the Ansei era (1854-60) 

Erected in 1799. The Kawai 
lion dance had been in decline 
but was revived after an eclipse
around this time 
coincided with a famine.
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【The Kawai Lion Dance】

Held on May 5, the Yakumo Shrine’s festival 
day. This dance is said to have begun during 
the Muromachi period (1336-1573), but this is 
not known for sure. Once on the verge of 
extinction, it was resurrected in 1803, a year of 
flood damage and great famine. It is performed 
by three singers, eight flute players, three 
dancers, two musical accompanists, and six 
people wearing hanagasa. The program of 
dances is Sasa no ha (miyamairi), Tanjaku, 
Yumigakari, Houka, Onnashishi kakushi, 
Tsunagakari, and Tachigakari. 

【Getting to Kawai Yakumo Shrine】

●By train
Approximately 40 minutes on the JR 
Chuo line from Shinjuku station to 
Tachikawa station. From there it takes 
about 55 minutes on the JR Ome line to 
Kawai (but may take longer as there are 
fewer trains beyond Ome.) Yakumo Shrine 
is about ten minutes' walk from Kawai 
station. 

Kawai Yakumo Shrine
Okutama-machi, Tokyo
(a designated Intangible Folk Cultural 
Property of Okutama-machi)

had been dancing furiously, but now they were crawling around 
enthusiastically on the ground. As I chugged down my beer I gazed 
through the gaps in the cedar trees at the slopes of the Okutama 
mountains bursting with spring growth. Aaah. I felt on top of the 
world.
Getting back to the subject of the lions, there are two males and 
one female. With that kind of gender ratio, it’s obvious where the 
story is headed. Sure enough, the second to last dance, Onnnashishi 
kakushi (hiding the female lion), was just what I expected: two male 
lions fight each other in a struggle over the female. The Yakumo 
Shrine version of this story is a very gentle one that has the sasara 
players surrounding and hiding the female, while the males dance 

about looking for her, but I remember seeing another version at 
Okuhikawa Shrine in which the males clash violently with each other 
as though in martial combat. 
During the dance a mask-wearing buffoon type character came by 
and offered me a drink of the local Sawanoi sake from a 1.8 liter 
bottle he was carrying. Maybe it was just my mood, but the sasara 
seemed loud and sounded like part of the wind. Maybe I was a bit 
tipsy. Mmm. And that was how the time went by peacefully on a 
beautiful spring day spent watching a lion dance. 

Tokyo Shinjuku

Kawai

Kawai Yakumo Shrine




