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Change in the concept and historical observation of
the lion dance (Shishimai) in WWII
—From prayer for war victory to prayer for good luck in war—

Akiyuki Matsumoto

Abstract: The concept of the lion dance (Shishimai) has changed greatly since the end of World War II. The
lion dance (Shishimai) took root deep in Japanese society before the war. The festive dance at pre-war times was
meant to expel evil spirits and taken as a ritual to pray for abundant crops. The lion dance (Shishimai) has
many variations, each adapted for its purposes. All variations present strenuous movements and interesting
actions in common. The lion dance (Shishimai) dedicated to a festival used to be an indispensable
entertainment to celebrate the event in advance. Since the end of the war, the festival has turned into a big-scale
ceremony for ordinary citizens, losing many religious features. As it has become an event for the crowd,
competition has become intensified between performers of the lion dance (Shishimai) in search of better
performance. Through such a major change, the lion dance (Shishimai) has shifted as though from one kind to
another kind of performing art before and after the war.

At present, the lion dance (Shishimai) is generally considered to be a ritual for exorcism. At the same time,
however, it is regarded as a kind of folk art that has both a recreational element and a religious element. To study
the history of the lion dance (Shishimai) in Japan, it is more important to examine what has remained
unchanged between the prewar and postwar periods than emphasizing the diversity between two different types
of the lion dance (Shishimai). Also, the lion dance (Shishimai) underwent a notable transformation during the
war. In those days, many cultural activities, performing arts and sports were severely restricted but the lion
dance (Shishimai) was utilized for political purposes of the nation. Considering this, the lion dance
(Shishimai) can be said to have profound historical implications.

But there have been few studies concerning the change in the concept of the lion dance (Shishimai) during
World War II. Most of the facts remain unknown. Against this backdrop, this research focused its attention on
the lion dance (Shishimai) history from a consecutive viewpoint and mainly surveyed how the concept of the
lion dance (Shishimai) shifted in Iida, Nagano Prefecture, during the war. The research also took note of the
subjective views of performers and incorporated them as major research data. The results are as follows:First of
all, the change in the concept began with the start of the war mainly because the government regulated civic
lifestyles, religions, cultural activities, sports, and entertainments. In spite of these restrictions, the lion dance
(Shishimai) was allowed to stay on because it was not only an entertainment but also an element of faith in
guardian gods that constituted the social foundation in those days. Along the way, all religions in the nation
were consolidated into the State Shinto and all people were required to pray for a resounding war victory.
Shrines and temples in all corners of the nation started organizing festivals to pray for the victory. The lion
dance (Shishimai), already deeply connected with shrines, became ritual “wishing for a triumph over the war”.
This was the origin of “the lion dance (Shishimai) wishing for a war victory”.

But the research revealed that the purpose of the lion dance (Shishimai) was not limited to politics.
Performers in the young generation attempted desperately to carry on the lion dance (Shishimai) even under
the pretext of praying for a resounding victory in World War II. In other words, the lion dance (Shishimai)
wishing for a triumph over the war was maintained solely for the purpose of preventing the performing art from
being banned. The lion dance (Shishimai) is further required to shift its awareness from a war victory to good
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luck in the war. Performers were mandated to visit each house of a soldier and perform the lion dance
(Shishimai) to pray for good luck of the soldier. Each time dirt or soil splashed from the dancer on the corridor
in front of the garden, the family raised their hopes for something that could strengthen the power of life. So,
the dancer kept dancing on and on in a show of the nature of the lion dance (Shishimai) as an entertainment.
This positioning of the lion dance (Shishimai) represented its evolution as a means of praying for a victory and

its ultimate purpose.

As a defeat in the war appeared more and more likely, people gave up carrying on the lion dance (Shishimai),
which had retained the feature of an entertainment till then, and replaced it with some merrymaking during the
war and dedicated it to the shrines. One year after the war, the lion dance (Shishimai) resumed being
performed in many places as if to celebrate the arrival of a new era.

(Received August 28, 2017 Accepted October 6, 2017)
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