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The Yakko-Odori Dance of Okinoerabujima

Akemi MOCHIDA

Yakko-Odori is a dance popular on the island of Okinoerabujima, situated in the
south of the Amami Archipelago. It typically consists of a few dozen young men dancing
buoyantly with traditional kasa hats in hand. It used to be performed in most villages in
the past, but is now only preserved in two localities in the town of China and six localities
in the town of Wadomari. The yakko-odori of each area has its own unique characteristics,
but in all cases it is regarded as the pride of the village and is performed by groups of
men in the prime of their lives or younger. The dance was designated as intangible folk
cultural heritage by the Prefecture of Kagoshima in 2014 and a yakko-odori preservation
society was established by the above mentioned two towns, while an island-wide yakko-
odori festival is held biennially.

There are different theories about the origins of the dance, with many considering
Okinawa to be the source. Indeed, the use of songs popular in Okinawa like Kudaka
Manjushu suggests the same possibility and many local people believe that yakko-odori
originated as a combination of Okinawan music and Satsuma dance forms. However,
there is no conclusive evidence regarding the exact origin of the dance, or when it started
to be performed. The author of this paper has conducted research on folk music in
Okinoerabujima since 1991, and has interviewed folk singers (jiute) and dancers (udoisha)
in each village locality. In view of the much-discussed challenges that the preservation of
traditional arts faces today, this paper aims to summarize and serve as a historical record

of the information currently available on yakko-odori.
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