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Playwright, novelist and theatre director Okada 
Toshiki (b. 1973) is one of the most prominent voices 
of the current generation of Japanese contemporary 
theatre makers. He founded his globally influential 
theatre company chelfitsch in 1997. His plays, which 
have been staged at a large number of theatre 
festivals in Japan and all over the world, address 
issues such as conditions of employment of young 
people, social inequity, life in Japan after the Great 
East Japan Earthquake (2011) and the relations 
between Japan, Korea and the United States. Okada 
is a theatrical visionary whose use of language in 
his plays is highly complex and stimulating, ranging 
from the use of everyday colloquial expressions to 
meta-commentaries about the nature of language 
and its failure to communicate the complexity of 
human experience. As a pioneering artist in the 
field of interdisciplinary arts, Okada has created 
new forms of embodied performance and he often 
works with media, visuality and soundscapes. He 
has radically expanded the contexts and sites for live 
performance and has shown his works in theatres, 
nightclubs and galleries, on film and through 
digital media platforms. He is the only Japanese 
theatre artist of his generation to have a significant 
international career and his work is known widely 
in Europe, North America, Asia and Australia. He is 
also a Japanese playwright who has had his plays 

produced and directed by professional theatre 
companies internationally, for example, his critically 
acclaimed English-language productions by Pig 
Iron Theatre Company and The Play Company (see 
Martin this volume), and his works at Münchner 
Kammerspiele in German from 2016 to 2020 (see 
Scholz-Cionca and Yokobori in this volume). This is 
exceptionally rare, especially for a living artist from 
Japan. 

Okada’s internationalism plays in different ways. 
His non-linear dramaturgy and the way that he 
uses variances in the Japanese language means 
that his works are expressly concerned with 
Japanese socio-linguistic and cultural frameworks. 
For critics outside of Japan, Okada’s work can 
show the Japanese society as a harbinger of 
existential questions—how to live in an age of 
precarity, atomization and spiritual uncertainty, 
as seen in his depictions of everyday life in Japan. 
Yet, compared with other contemporary theatre 
artists in Japan, Okada uses no overt or classically 
recognizable Japanese aesthetics or tropes and 
inside Japan there is sometimes a perception that 
he is an ‘international artist’.
In his twenties Okada was interested in 
independent cinema, and while studying 
commerce at the elite Keio University he joined 

Introduction
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 Okada Toshiki’s 
Narrative Method1

Cody Poulton

In the bare white room, the only features are a 
wastepaper basket, a mop, a door at stage left and, 
at stage right, an alcove that might be a window. 
Fluorescent lights make the room seem even barer, 
shadowless. Enjoy by Okada Toshiki was directed 
by Dan Rothenberg and produced by The Play 
Company at Manhattan’s 59E59 Theater in April 
2010 (The Play Company 2010). 

Actor 1 enters and starts to talk:
We’ll begin with Act One... This guy called 
Katō, was riding the subway the other day; 
he was riding the Keio line and, he had an 
encounter then, when he sat next to... There 
were two women who were talking, but... 
Katō had no intention of eavesdropping at 
all, of course but, while he was listening, to 
be honest, he... in the end, from the middle 
of the conversation, it did turn completely 
into eavesdropping but... you know how for 
text messages they have those little screen 

stickers that you put on your phone to keep 
your screen hidden from the person standing 
next to you, well there aren’t such things for 
voice, so in a way, it’s a little like too bad, you 
know, which may be totally an excuse but... 
but with that conversation, it was a little like, 
no matter how you look at it, their voices 
were, clearly above and beyond what is a 
standard volume, I mean, come on, was the 
way it seemed and that was because... on 
top of that the content of the conversation 
itself also like, would have piqued anyone’s 
interest in this... (Okada 2009)

Here, in a nutshell, you have Okada’s style: 
a curious stop–start diction that eerily 
accentuates how young people speak today, a 
kind of fragmented, furiously talkative stream 
of consciousness. Okada’s characters think 
on the fly as they attempt to use language to 
formulate ideas and feelings that often remain 
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opaque even to themselves. But they are anything 
but inarticulate or uneducated. They are smart, 
witty, ironic, observant. They are self-conscious, 
yet they possess little self-awareness. They see 
themselves as they imagine others see them, yet, 
as such, cannot really see themselves; and it is 
this blindness that we glean from all that is left 
unsaid under the ‘noise’ of clever (or sometimes 
faux stupid) discourse. Okada’s characters 
constantly edit and revise what they say as if they 
don’t know what to say or feel. Or maybe because 
they are always gauging their words in relation to 
the reactions of their listeners. A certain anxiety 
prevents them from ever quite finishing a thought, 
just as anxiety won’t let them shut up.

Enjoy’s zigzagging narrative presents actors 
as narrators of or characters in other people’s 
stories. New York critics have called Okada’s 
characters hipsters or slackers, people as familiar 
to American or European readers as Murakami 
Haruki’s guarded yet eager-to-please heroes and 
heroines—people who want to be loved but don’t 
want to wear their hearts on their sleeves. Actor 1 
is Katō, or, to be more precise, is at times playing 
Katō or telling us about him. Actor 2 is Kawakami. 
Both work in a manga kissa, literally a ‘comic café’, 
a place where people can hang out, drink coffee, 
read comic books, take a nap and even have a 
shower—all this in Shinjuku, smack dab in the 
middle of Tokyo. Staffed by over-qualified and 
temporary workers, manga kissas serve as small, 
temporary moratoria from all the deal making, 
sex and hard drinking that goes on in Tokyo. Katō 
and Kawakami are past thirty; they are starting to 
feel old, especially when they see a ‘babe-licious’ 
young coworker named Ogawa dating one of their 
buddies, the similarly over-the-hill Mizuno. In a 
place designed for killing time, they are beginning 
to feel that time is actually killing them. The two 
actors/characters, and others who straggle in and 
out, are hanging around in the staffroom, their own 

blank private refuge from the public moratorium 
that is their workplace. 

There’s a Godot-like quality to Enjoy. The staffroom 
is a limbo where Okada’s characters wait for 
something to happen, someone to save them from 
the dead-end job they’re in. They’re caught in a 
waiting room between a guileless and guiltless 
youth (or whose very guilt lies in an inability or 
disinclination to commit to anybody or anything) 
and a disenchanted, dispossessed middle age, an 
afterlife of ever-vanishing expectations in a country 
where both the population and the economy are 
becoming exhausted. The Japanese have always 
thought of themselves as unique (and their post-
war economic success did seem like something 
sui generis), but as global systems converge and 
the millennials get older, they are finding out that, 
sadly, they are not alone. 

With all the uptalk, the ‘you knows’, the ellipses, 
the various inflections of ‘like’ (the pause, the ironic 
or dramatic emphasis and mock quotation), Aya 
Ogawa’s English translation is pitch-perfect in 
catching that tentative way young people speak. 
Her translation is a remarkably faithful rendering 
of the Japanese text, down to its tentative, loopy 
syntax (sentences, whole paragraphs half-ending 
on a comma, for example), a testament not only 
to her remarkable skills as a translator and writer 
but also, I believe, to this generation’s global 
commonality of experience and expression. 
Rothenberg did not have the actors strain to ‘be 
Japanese’ and though the characters had names 
like Katō and Kawakami, the actors didn’t try to be 
anything especially different from who they were. 
Perhaps the distancing effect of Okada’s narrative 
makes this inevitable—just as the colloquial prose 
makes Caucasians playing Japanese appear 
natural and inevitable. Like Murakami, Okada 
has tapped into a global generational experience, 
although the particular social and economic 

conditions may be particular to Japan at this 
moment in time.

What has been called Japan’s Lost Generation 
is the subject of most of Okada’s work from 
the first decade of this century, including Free 
Time (Furii taimu) (2008) and his most famous 
work, Five Days in March (Sangatsu no itsukakan 
(2004). Enjoy, which premiered at Tokyo’s New 
National Theatre in 2006, had all the elements of 
Okada’s trademark style: deadpan, disaffected 
youth speaking their hyper-realist, herky-jerky 
monologues (most of what is said is too solipsistic 
to amount to dialogue) that are punctuated by 
occasional spasmodic, awkward and sometimes 
painful-looking gestures, crouches and contortions 
that bear no mimetic relationship to the words 
the actors are speaking. Rothenberg’s direction of 
Enjoy played down the physical mannerisms so 
typical of Okada’s style, chiefly presenting instead 
a series of monologues on work, life and love, 
delivered by a number of actors who impersonated 
their characters or alternately referred to them in 
the third person in the way a storyteller would. 
There was a minimum of physical action or 
interaction involved. The actors for the most part 
stood around delivering their lines rather like 
stand-up comedians.2

Dance or storytelling? 
Playwright, director, choreographer and head of 
his own company, chelfitsch, Okada has developed 
a distinctive style of theatre that combines the 
hyper-realistic, slangy dialogue of contemporary 
Japanese youth with a kind of physical theatre 
that is a natural outgrowth of his association with 
dancer Tezuka Natsuko and theatre space ST Spot 
in Yokohama back when he was starting out in the 
late 1990s (see Tanaka 2008). In, for example, Hot 
Pepper, Air Conditioner, and the Farewell Speech, 
the performers’ enthusiasm was offset by what 

can only be called a studious ineptitude, as if the 
display of a trained, coordinated and ‘beautiful’ 
body was no longer the aim of contemporary 
dance in Japan. Grace, athleticism, coordination 
and harmony are singularly lacking in much 
current Japanese performance. Writing in The 
Drama Review, Tadashi Uchino (2006) has 
called this style of performance the ‘junk body’, 
or alternately (following Japanese critics like 
Ishimatsu Yasuo and Sakurai Keisuke) the ‘hysteric’,’ 
‘flat’, or ‘child’s body’, a rejection of not only adult 
sexuality but also of a professional hierarchy of 
performance, as if anyone can be a dancer or an 
actor in Japan today (Uchino 2006: 58). Indeed, 
in its reaction against the highly codified and 
very physical training of traditional performance, 
a spirited amateurism and egalitarianism has 
informed much modern Japanese theatre art for 
more than a century now.

Uchino Tadashi (2006, 2009) and Carol Martin 
(2006) have both remarked on how a number 
of contemporary theatre groups in Japan have 
attempted to portray a fundamental disjuncture 
between corporeal, felt reality and verbal 
expression. As has director Miyagi Satoshi:3

Within the complex system of Japanese 
modernism, it became hard to express 
an authentic emotional experience. If I 
touch something and it’s hot, it generates 
something in my body. It used to be the same 
with language. Language came from physical 
experience. But modernization severed the 
word from the body. ‘I love you’ no longer 
means anything because the physical 
sensation of love is not part of the expression. 
I want to make audiences aware that words 
should come from the body. Language needs 
the body and the body needs language. 
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When Dwight Conquergood claimed that ‘a boundary is more like a membrane than a wall’, 
he had metaphorically pronounced the disappearance of locality, which owes itself greatly to 
the excess of economy mediated by technological advancements (Conquergood 2002: 145). 
It was against the backdrop of the late capitalist pandemic—which later metamorphosed into 
neoliberal capitalism, ‘zombie capitalism’ (Harman 2010: 12), ‘disaster capitalism’ (Klein 2008: 
6), you name it—that Conquergood observes the gradual demolition of topographic boundaries. 
As Conquergood wrote in 2002: ‘It was no longer easy to sort out the local from the global’ 
(Conquergood 2002: 145). Together with the proliferation of economic markets boosted by 
digital platforms, ideas, issues and commodities trickled out the porous politico-economic-
cultural boundaries of the local and the national.

When the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant disaster occurred on 11 March 2011, Japan 
was already swept up by this capitalist pandemic. However, what changed after the nuclear 
disaster was that this demolition of borders ceased to be perceived as any kind of abstraction. 
Together with the three explosions and severe core meltdowns, in large parts of Japan, the 
topographic boundaries became permeable membranes, not in terms of capitalist globalization, 
but in relation to an onto-ecological awareness. When a plethora of lethal radioactive materials 
such as caesium, strontium, plutonium and other radioactive substances were unleashed into 
the air and sea, the black-and-white evacuation map was suddenly repainted with an iridescent 
pattern. The Euclidean geographical boundary between ‘here’ in the safety zone and ‘there’ in 
the afflicted areas was blurred, depending on the capricious movements of the winds and tides, 
delivering a massive number of toxic elements. Even a city located hundreds of kilometres away 
was transformed into a hazardous area. 

Still more, what is often overlooked in these dark narratives of Fukushima is that in tandem 
with this disappearance of spatial boundaries, the country’s temporal borders have been 
mercilessly demolished. Only seven months after the nuclear disaster, Italian director Romeo 
Castellucci was invited to Festival/Tokyo, one of the biggest theatre festivals in Japan, to mount 
a new piece titled The Phenomenon Called I (Watakushi to iu genshō), which was based on 
Miyazawa Kenji’s poem, Spring and Asura (Haru to shura) (1924). In an interview accompanying 
the production, he pertinently portends that the aftermath of Fukushima would amount to 

19
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 Seen from close-up 
in the distance: Shibuya 

as a bubble downtow
Noda Manabu

Shibuya, along with Shinjuku and Ikebukuro, is one 
of the three towns that were designated in 1958 as 
subcentres of Tokyo to lighten the functional loads 
of the older metropolitan central districts near 
the Imperial Palace. Its downtown area is formed 
around Shibuya Station, a huge railway terminal 
situated on the south-western part of JR Yamanote 
Line, which runs on an orbit around the Imperial 
Palace roughly at its centre. Shibuya’s hinterland 
is predominantly white-collar suburbs spreading 
to the south-west from central Tokyo, and, as a 
result, Shibuya Station has been a busy terminal 
since before World War II. It was the fourth busiest 
station in Japan with approximately 2.4 million 
passengers on a weekday in 2004.

Shibuya made a vibrant recovery as a black-
market town while under the American 
occupation following the devastation of World 
War II. It became the top-notch commercial 
centre, providing the edgiest model for Japan’s 

consumerist culture in the late 1970s, and in the 
1980s Shibuya became symbolic of the culture 
underpinned by the economic boom of that 
decade. This was largely due to the intensely 
competitive property developments undertaken 
by the rivalling Tokyu and Seibu conglomerates. 
However, Shibuya gradually lost its hold on its 
status as the trendiest fashion and culture centre 
in the ‘lost decade’ that started in the early 1990s. 
Since then, the town has changed into a centre of 
the party and nightclub scene for kitsch teenagers, 
though it is now being hit by the COVID-19.

I chose to write about Shibuya not only because 
of its connection to Japanese subcultures but 
also because it is the town I know best. My high 
school and my university campus for freshmen and 
sophomores were both situated near Shibuya. I 
lived in Kawasaki in Shibuya’s suburban hinterland, 
and the town was on my commuting route, 
so I frequented the town in my student years, 
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especially in the late 1970s and early 1980s when 
the town was most radiant. Indeed, Shibuya was 
symbolic of the 1980s ‘bubble economy’ when the 
Japanese asset price frenzy was at its highest. 

I was away from Japan from 1990 to 1995, and 
when I came back, changes in Shibuya were 
evident. Many shops had changed hands. When 
I came back, Shibuya was rife with teenagers. 
I found some girls with inexplicably deep tans 
(a subcultural fashion called ganguro, meaning 
extremely dark face). My surprise did not stop 
there. I took a shortcut through the underground 
passage up a fashion building called Shibuya 
109 just like in the 1980s, when I inadvertently 
witnessed some ordinary high-school girls (not 
ganguro) changing clothes in the stairway. The 
building had become so dominated by them 
that they felt it safe to use the space as if it were 
their private dressing room. Apparently, they 
were changing out of their school uniform into 
something that was fashionable enough for their 
hangouts in Shibuya. 
 
This essay will analyse these changes through a 
consideration of two plays: Okada Toshiki’s Five 
Days in March and Iwamatsu Ryo’s Far Away from 
Shibuya（Shibuya kara tōku hanarete). Both plays 
premiered in early 2004 and depict Shibuya in 
the early 2000s. By then Shibuya had already lost 
its fashionable aura of the 1980s. Interestingly, 
both plays feature one district on the periphery 
of Shibuya’s downtown area. This district is 
Maruyama-chō, an area full of ‘love hotels,’ or 
short-stay hotels used exclusively for sex. 

Historically, Maruyama-chō was the first district 
to attract people to Shibuya. In 1891 it opened as 
a pleasure quarter, and in 1913 an official licence 
was granted to continue. In about 1932, when 
Japan created a puppet government in Manchuria 
(present Northeast China), the quarter began 

to enjoy further prosperity under the patronage 
of military officers and soldiers, whose barracks 
were nearby. A small number of buildings 
survived the fierce bombing during the war, and 
because of this, immediately after Japan’s defeat 
was announced, the Tokyo Metropolitan Police 
designated the quarters as one of the twenty-four 
recreation and amusement districts for the sole 
use of the occupying forces. Gathering from what 
they themselves did during wartime, Japanese 
authorities hoped the prostitutes in these districts 
would defend ‘women of good families’ from the 
threat from the lecherous occupying soldiers. 
The Japanese authorities called them ‘special 
dedication troops’, while Americans simply called 
them ‘organized prostitutes’. Then, in about 1955, 
Maruyama-chō began to turn into a hotel district, 
but still in 1975 approximately eighty geisha 
continued to work there. However, during the 
1980s the district fell victim to the aggressively 
fought property boom, and what little remained of 
the geisha business was all but annihilated. In the 
1990s large-scale clubs for live music began to be 
built on the border of the district, but the area still 
remains as one of the largest ‘love-hotel’ districts 
in Tokyo, allowing couples privacy to go in together 
and have sex.

The two plays explore views of Shibuya from its 
periphery of Maruyama-chō and an adjacent 
residential area called Nampeidai-chō. They depict 
the lives of the socially marginalized generation 
who suffered the consequences of the recession 
after the bubble economy. In the following, I will 
introduce some social perspectives on Shibuya 
from the 1980s and then discuss Maruyama-
chō and Nampeidai-chō as a metaphor for the 
precarious lives of the characters in these plays. 

Yoshimi Shunya: The urban dramaturgy
Yoshimi Shun’ya’s book Toshi no doramaturugī: 
Tokyo sakariba no shakaishi (Urban dramaturgy: 

The sociology of Tokyo downtowns) (1987) 
is important in setting the foundation for the 
discussion of Shibuya. I use the word ‘downtown’ 
as translation of Yoshimi’s use of sakariba, meaning 
an area where people come for pleasure, to spend 
money on leisure and to shop, eat, drink and so 
on. Adopted from sociological literature, the word 
‘dramaturgy’ is used as a way to analyze Tokyo’s 
downtown areas as ‘theatres’ in which people play 
their ‘roles’ as performers and spectators. 

Yoshimi draws a beautiful symmetry around 
the two historical shifts in the development of 
downtown Centre’s in twentieth-century Tokyo: 
one is the shift from Asakusa in the 1910s to Ginza 
in the 1930s, and the other is from Shinjuku in the 
1960s to Shibuya in the 1980s. Yoshimi places the 
pleasure quarter/downtown of Asakusa in the 
1910s in a lineage of an Edo-era urban peripheries 
in which the sacred and the profane coexisted 
with the abject. Prior to the earthquake of 1923 
Asakusa was a place that freely mixed Buddhist 
temple rituals, commerce, theatre, bohemian cafes 
and licentious acts. Shinjuku in the 1960s was a 
variation of this, albiet with more of a hippie sense 
of liminality: it was a place where one could find 
comfort in being subsumed into the subversive, 
ephemeral and ever-changing mass of bodies 
and events of the city. In contrast, Ginza in the 
1930s developed in accord with the lineage of 
expositions and department stores resulting 
from the Japanese state’s espousal of modernity 
modelled on Western civilization. 

In Asakusa of the 1910s and Shinjuku of the 1960s, 
events, happenings and behaviours often conferred 
meanings in reference to the past. Cultural 
practices often showed images and representations 
of past eras and blended aspects of Japanese 
tradition with the contemporary moment (for 
example, nostalgic images of Taishō era (1920–5) 
popular culture in the 1960s underground theatre). 

On the other hand, cultural expressions in Ginza 
in the 1930s and in 1980s Shibuya were deployed 
in reference to the idea of the future, wherein 
modernity was often equated with the West 
and, by the 1980s, Japan seemed to exemplify 
everything that was postmodern (see Miyoshi and 
Harootunian 1989). 

Many people visiting Asakusa and Shinjuku were 
first-generation dwellers in Tokyo who came from 
the provinces. The past for them, therefore, was 
their home, and the two downtowns satisfied 
their shared fantasy of being in a home away from 
home—a sort of sanctuary for the deracinated, 
where interpersonal relationships were tangible, 
tolerant and inclusive. Contrastively, the point of 
reference for Ginza and Shibuya is not embedded 
in the daily performances themselves. The 
significances of occurrences and actions in these 
places are determined by the idea of modernity 
as the transcendental instance of jurisdiction. In 
short, Asakusa and Shinjuku are characterized 
by a backward glance; Ginza and Shibuya are 
characterized by a forward one. Either way, the 
four downtown areas were the places that offered 
point of references for people in the aggravation of 
anomie due to urbanization.

Since city-performances in Ginza are judged in 
reference to external codes and are therefore not 
site-specific, Ginza-ness can be disseminated and 
can multiply anywhere else (Yoshimi 1987: 254–6). 
The name ‘Ginza’ functions as a synecdoche, as 
there are hundreds of high streets named after it all 
over Japan. Today, the Ginza tag is a sign for a good 
old local high street, the naming being reminiscent 
of the time, in about 1955, when it was fashionable 
to name even the tiniest local high streets after 
Ginza in the hope of prosperity and development. 

Shibuya
Something similar applies to Shibuya, which is 
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Trauma and loss after unprecedented events form the subject of Time’s Journey through a Room 
by Okada Toshiki. Set one year after the earthquake of 11 March 2011, and the ensuing tsunami and 
nuclear disaster in Fukushima, Japan, the play is part love story, part ghost story, part ecological 
exposé. Using the ghost-trope of traditional Japanese Nō theatre, Okada makes an important 
dramaturgical revision. Instead of a distraught ghost relinquishing earthly desires, Okada gives us 
a ghost depicting interpersonal human relations in the context of what Time’s Journey director Dan 
Rothenberg calls our penchant to “quickly go back to sleep” after life-changing catastrophes (Martin 
2019). The elephant in the room is the ongoing obliteration of the biosphere driven by the greed and 
hubris of human beings. Like the famed “wind phones”—broken phone booths where some people 
went to talk to their lost loved ones after the tsunami—Time’s Journey posits that we, too, could 
become ghosts of an environmental disaster that produces its own form of human relations. Time’s 
Journey premiered at Kyoto Fest in March 2016 and was first seen in New York in the spring of 2018, 
where I saw it at A.R.T./New York Theaters.

Okada is one of the most frequently internationally produced contemporary Japanese playwrights. His 
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 An Interview 
with Okada Toshiki

Iwaki Kyoko 

This interview was conducted online on 29 November 2020. Okada is logging on from Berlin, Germany. 
Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, he has managed to travel from Japan and has been giving a semester-
long workshop as a guest professor at the Freie Universität Berlin (Free University of Berlin). During 
the months of lockdown, arguably, Okada has been one of the most productive and innovative theatre 
practitioners who became even more active. Apart from attending various virtual talks and workshops, 
his recent work The Vacuum Cleaner (2019) for Munich Kammerspiele was nominated among the ten 
most remarkable works for Theatertreffen, Berlin; he distributed an online performance series called 
Erasure Fields (2020) that was an extension of his ongoing intermedial experiment called EIZO-Theater 
(Video-theatre, 2015–); he presented online desktop noh performances titled Zaha and Tsuruga, which 
were rehearsed fully online (2020); and, he even started deconstructing Mikhail Fokine’s choreography 
of The Dying Swan with Sakai Hana—one of the leading Japanese ballet dancers. The interview starts by 
delving into the creative process of Five Days in March Re-creation (2017), which was originally a work 
that introduced Okada to the international theatre circuit. 
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F I V E  D A Y S  I N  M A R C H  A S 
J I D A I G E K I  ( H I S T O R Y  P L AY ) 

IWAKI: Five Days in March (2004) was the first 
work that you presented abroad and was also a 
work that has since been performed over a hundred 
times around the world. Due to its great success, 
for better or worse, many still believe that this 
work represents the gist of your dramaturgy. Even 
more people have a certain memory attached to 
the original version. When the original work is so 
memorable, I guess you need a certain courage 
when deciding to recreate it.

OKADA: If you ask about courage, I have to confess 
I didn’t think much about it. What I cared more 
about was the attachment aspect you mentioned—
the bond that the audience has developed with 
the work over the course of time. I am grateful that 
many people have a connection to the original work, 
but a bond can easily transform to a bondage. So, 
I was quite determined to untie the bonds. In the 
same line of thought, time and again, during the 
rehearsal period, I told the young actors selected 
through an audition that we are making a ‘history 
play’ (jidai geki). If the actors were wearing samurai 
wigs, for sure, it was redundant to say that they 
were doing a jidai geki, but since Five Days in March 
only dealt with very recent history, I had to repeat 
the fact. In hindsight, though, maybe I was the only 
one who needed the reminder. For the young actors, 
it may have been obvious that it was a history play 
because they were speaking about things they have 
never experienced. So perhaps, I was only talking to 
myself.

IWAKI: You say that it is like a jidai geki, but the 
themes depicted in the play are far from obsolete. 
Japanese youth’s indifference to politics is still 
prevalent, socially withdrawn people gushing 
emotions through the Internet has become a 
cultural phenomenon, and the economic stagnation 

depriving jobs from the younger generation has 
become a global norm.

OKADA: Yes, that is true and that is why we should 
not confuse the content with the form. If we are not 
careful, the ornamental movements and directions 
might become only a worn-out copy of the original, 
but the content written in the text is always intact. 
And so, if we perform it rightly, the themes should 
spontaneously resonate with the contemporary 
audience. 

IWAKI: I saw the original production at Super 
Deluxe, Tokyo in 2005, and the re-creation 
version in Halle G of MuseumsQuartier Vienna in 
2019. Comparing the two, I have the feeling that 
the original direction focused on the horizontal 
dialogues between two or more people, and the 
new production focused more on the vertical 
dramaturgy. That is, the characters seemed to 
be controlled by something bigger than humans, 
something like society and the environment. In 
short, the relational dramaturgy between the 
performers and the space seemed different. Is this 
a deliberate dramaturgical shift that you have made?

OKADA: I really appreciate your insight on the 
production, but, to be honest, I didn’t do anything 
deliberately to make what you say happen on 
stage. Having said that, though, I think there 
might be something that is indirectly related to 
the dramaturgical shift you have mentioned. When 
creating the original version, we were performing 
in a space that had a similar atmosphere to a yose 
theatre in a rakugo performance. For instance, if 
one character says something like, ‘You know that 
Roppongi is like that, right?’ the audience instantly 
nodded and got what the performer was saying; 
everyone inside the auditorium shared the same 
context. Though, in the re-creation version, I cannot 
count on this yose-like atmosphere to function in 
the same way because neither the audience nor the 

performers have experienced what is written in the 
text. So, when directing the actors, I tried to avoid 
recreating the yose-like communication with the 
audience. And that might perhaps have appeared 
as the shift in the relational dramaturgy that you’ve 
mentioned.

IWAKI: In the original version, the characters were 
named as, for example, Man 1 and Woman 1. In the 
re-creation version, the characters’ gender was 
blurred as they were renamed 1A and 2B. Why did 
you adopt this gender-neutral casting?

OKADA: There are mainly two reasons. First, it 
is due to the audition process. When we held the 
audition for the Five Days in March Re-creation, I 
decided quite early on that the number of actors 
being selected would be seven: the same number 
of actors as the original production. An audition is 
a complicated process and if I don’t fix the number, 
I knew that I wanted to take this actor as well as 
that actor and would eventually become really 
indecisive. So, seven was the number, period. 
Then later on, it became clear that when it came to 
choosing the best actors, it was difficult to mirror 
the gender balance with the original cast. So, I just 
decided to take in the best seven regardless of 
their gender. From this point, I arrived at my second 
reason, which is to make full use of the gender-
neutrality embedded already in the original text. 
We know that in theatre, the resemblance between 
characters and actors are completely unnecessary, 
and this play, in particular, was written to address 
this actor–character detachment explicitly. Despite 
this textual dramaturgy, in the original production, 
I assigned men to male characters as I was still 
bound by normative assumptions. Nowadays, I think 
more strongly that this assumption should be let go 
of, and this is the second reason why I came up with 
the gender-neutral casting.

B E C L O U D I N G  P O W E R  A N D 
G H O S T S  I N  J A P A N

IWAKI: In extension to the topic on gender, I want 
to ask about the unsolved issue of gender equality 
in the Japanese theatre industry. On 21 September 
2020, the award ceremony for the Kishida Kunio 
Drama Award was held in Kanagawa Arts Theatre 
and you gave a speech as a member of the jury. 
This year was a rare occasion because Ichihara 
Satoko, a female playwright, was awarded the prize 
together with Tani Kenichi. Ichihara expressed in her 
acceptance speech how she felt heartbroken when, 
although being shortlisted for the same award in 
previous years, she was turned down by male jury 
members like Hirata Oriza who blatantly said: ‘I 
don’t understand this play because I am a man.’ In 
your speech, you fully supported Ichihara and said 
that the award should be more gender equal. As 
a person who now holds some say in the industry, 
apart from the award, what can you do to change 
this problematic situation?

OKADA: I feel that the movement for the better is 
already gradually materializing. But, at the same 
time, I feel there is also the power that tries to 
neglect or becloud the issue. When I gave that 
speech at the Kishida Award, not only myself but 
actress Takenaka Kyōko and theatre producer Sōma 
Chiaki supported Ichihara’s provocation towards a 
gender-equal working environment. I think that’s 
great. But then, I also sensed that in the same room, 
there existed this invisible power that tried to silently 
kill-off their agenda. As a person who holds some 
say in the industry, my task is to weed out these 
conservatives. My mission is to remove, as much 
as possible, what could be called the ‘beclouding 
power’.

IWAKI: I like the term ‘beclouding power’. It 
thematically resonates with what you have been 
doing in your recent noh productions. For instance, 
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 Ground and Floor
Toshiki Okada

Translated from Japanese 
by Aya Ogawa

Michiko A ghost 
Yutaka The eldest son
Yukio The second son
Satomi The eldest daughter
Haruka Yutaka’s wife
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The performance space is a shallow and wide rectangle. Upstage centre is a screen for subtitle projections.

Near stage left is something that looks like a mound.
At the edge of stage left, just off of the stage space, is a full length mirror.

SUBTITLES: ‘Japan, in the distant future’ [changes to: ] ‘Japan, in the not too distant future’

[music]

HARUKA enters. She stands to the side of the screen.

SUBTITLES: ‘Haruka’

SUBTITLES: ‘The stage is a place where ghosts can be seen.’

HARUKA
[reading the subtitles, then:] But I don’t think I want to see ghosts at all, I don’t 
want to even sense the presence of ghosts here.

Soon, MICHIKO enters.

SUBTITLES: ‘The stage is a place where ghosts can be seen.’

SUBTITLES: ‘“Ground and Floor” in six scenes’

SUBTITLES: ‘Scene One’

MICHIKO
I am always thinking about the ground, that’s right, there is not a moment 
in which the thought of the ground leaves my mind, because, because, 
I am always under the ground, in the dirt, a collection of small bones, 
inside an urn, packed into a white porcelain urn, passing the flow of 
time, and this flow of time, I mean everyone uses that word ‘flow’ very 
casually but I spend my time confirming whether I can really sense with 
my body that flow of time. Under the ground, that’s about all I can do, it’s 
not as if I have anything better to do, and besides, the hope that time will 
continue to pass forever is about all I can hold onto.

MICHIKO looks at the mound. Lights change. Soon MICHIKO looks stage right. YUKIO enters. He walks to 
the mound stage left.  

SUBTITLES: ‘Yukio / the second son’

YUKIO stands in front of the mound.

YUKIO
Mother, I can share some really great news with you today. Recently I hadn’t had anything good 
to report but today I do. I just got word yesterday that I’ve been offered a job, the first job I’ve had 
since the factory I used to work at closed up shop and moved offshore, two and a half years ago, 
finally my luck has turned, and the world has improved a bit, so I went to celebrate with drinks at 
my usual bar last night, and one of my buddies was talking about it too. I mean I don’t know if it’s 
true, but that due to the results of the election from half a year ago, the politicians are starting to 
think seriously about what people like us need, he said, at least more than the people who were in 
power before, and I don’t know if all that is true, but I do have a job now, mother, and I hope you’re 
happy for me.

MICHIKO draws close to YUKIO.

YUKIO
The last two and a half years, I felt squashed by humiliation, but that’s all gone now. The world has 
no right to turn its eyes away from me anymore, not even my sister-in-law. She always looks down 
at me with contempt when she looks at me, but now she has no right to do that.

MICHIKO
You’re finally able to have such a bright expression on your face.

MICHIKO
It was always so hard for me to bear the gentle eyes you cast upon the 
unfairness of the world.

YUKIO
I’ve been fighting this whole time, fighting to preserve the dignity that I had as a human being, 
and I’ve finally secured my victory, mother, thank you, I think I was able to win because you were 
always protecting me.

YUKIO exits.

MICHIKO
I want to be at peace forever under the ground, so I would like for the dirt 
around and covering me to be maintained, even just once in a while, that 
is my only wish, is that too much to ask for?
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MICHIKO exits. HARUKA remains on stage alone.

HARUKA
I think that for the dead to have any demands on the living is too much. That’s 
why I won’t listen, and I don’t want to sense the presence of ghosts here 
because I don’t want to hear it.

MICHIKO enters. For a while she stands by HARUKA. Then she walks away.

MICHIKO
Inside that woman is my grandchild.

*

Soon, a chair is carried close to HARUKA. 

SUBTITLES: ‘Scene Two’
HARUKA sits down. Soon, YUTAKA enters.

SUBTITLES: ‘Yutaka / the eldest son’

YUTAKA stands next to HARUKA.

YUTAKA
I had a really unpleasant dream.

HARUKA
What happened in your dream?

YUTAKA
It must have been that Japan was at war with China. At first we were inside the house, 
except it wasn’t this house. It was probably a new house that we got to live in with our 
child, the three of us, by the ocean, close to the coast, and there was a little cliff and 
the house was built on top of the cliff, and at first, we were just looking out the window 
at the ocean, holding our baby.

YUTAKA
Then this tiny black thing appeared from across the bay, and it gradually grew larger, 
and soon it became clear that it was a ship, a ship that came to Japan from China, so 

we quickly closed the storm windows.

YUTAKA
We heard the sounds of gunfire, and as soon as we heard that, Japan’s self-defence 
forces arrived and we could hear there was a gun battle. And we had to think about 
whether staying in this house was the safest place for us. That house didn’t have a 
basement or anything like that, but there was one room on the second floor that faced 
away from the ocean, so you and the baby were going to be in there.

YUTAKA
I don’t know if it was just to see what was going on outside, but I went out. And I hid 
in a thicket. And occasionally these Chinese soldiers, they were probably Chinese, 
although they could have been Japanese, but I thought that they were probably 
Chinese, would pass in front of the thicket, and I would hold my breath so they never 
noticed me, but my heart was beating harder than it ever had, so loudly that I thought 
that they might be able to hear it outside, but I was desperately convincing myself 
that that would be impossible.

MICHIKO walks away from the two, to the mound stage left. 
 

YUTAKA
And in the dream, there was one soldier standing before me, holding a rifle, he wasn’t 
pointing it at me, but just holding it with both hands, and looking at me, and I panicked, 
thinking I have to say something, but immediately I thought, no, I shouldn’t say anything 
because, then he would know right away that I was Japanese.

YUTAKA
And the soldier was probably thinking the same thing, he doesn’t know which side 
I’m on, and like me, he wants to put it in words, he’s trying to put it in words, but he’s 
hesitating.

HARUKA
Our house, the house the three of us are going to live in with our baby, doesn’t 
have to be in Japan.

HARUKA
I can’t imagine our child being happy in Japan.

*
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MICHIKO
You do not come near the earth below which I lie. You do not make the 
time to think about me.

MICHIKO
I understand that it’s that woman’s fault.

YUTAKA and HARUKA exit. After a while MICHIKO exits.

SATOMI enters.

SATOMI
By the way, I, well, it’s not just me but, the language we are all speaking up here is Japanese, 
but we, all of us, really understand this, not understand but, we’re really conscious of the 
fact that, now this language, Japanese, is not spoken by most of the people in the world, so, 
even right now, there are hardly any people who hear me talking and understand what I’m 
saying, and even if there are, that would simply be a huge coincidence, like, what, wow you 
understand Japanese, like it’d practically be a miracle, pretty much.

SATOMI
But for me, Japanese is the only language I can speak, I don’t think at this point it would 
be possible for me to learn how to speak another language, or like, I used to be the kind of 
person who wasn’t interested in learning to speak another language, and I guess that was 
pride or something, I don’t know but.

SATOMI
Whenever I ride the train or bus I always think, there are all these ads and stuff for 
conversational English classes, and whenever I see them I almost feel like I’m being 
threatened, it’s a terrible feeling, like in the future, those who can’t speak English are going 
to be at the bottom of the societal totem pole buried in the trash heap, never to clamber 
out their entire lives, and if you don’t want to meet that fate you’ve got to learn English or 
else you’re seriously going to be in trouble, is the message they’re pushing at me and I hate 
it, I think it’s really disgusting you know, I mean I don’t know whether people who speak 
English or who are trying to learn English are buying that idea, but I always get the feeling 
like they’re just trying to save themselves somehow, and I always think, fine, go ahead and 
save yourself, in fact why don’t you just leave Japan?

SUBTITLES: ‘Do you think that Japanese will vanish?’

SUBTITLES: ‘Several thousand years later’ [changes to: ] ‘Several hundred years later’ [changes to: ] 
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