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Introduction

The 1964 Tokyo Olympics offered a comeback—for Japan, and for the cho-
reographer Ito Michio. In this final decade of his five-decade-long career, 
Ito had slipped into relative obscurity from his fame in the ’20s and ’30s as 
an internationally successful dancer and choreographer. Tapped in 1960 to 
direct the torch relay and opening ceremonies, for Ito the Tokyo Olympics 
was a chance for him to again choreograph his vision of dance as a form of 
embodied cosmopolitanism, and to do so for a global audience. Ito’s personal 
goals matched those of the Olympic planning committee: the 1964 Games, 
the first held in Asia, were understood as Japan’s chance to reintroduce itself 
postwar as a peaceful, modern, and cosmopolitan nation.

In Ito’s plan, the torch relay—a tradition invented only for the 1936 Ber-
lin games—would begin on Greece’s Mount Olympus.1 Athletes on foot, on 
camel, and on horseback would physically trace the historic Silk Road as, one 
after another, they carried the flame from Turkey to Syria, through Iraq, Iran, 
and Afghanistan. Continuing across the continent, the torch would travel 
down into India, to Burma and Thailand, and then proceed north through 
Vietnam and China, to then curve down through North and South Korea to 
finally arrive at Japan. Each passing of the torch would be celebrated with a 
recital of regional folk music and dance. Rich local histories of performance 
would thus complement the event’s emphasis on athleticism. These presenta-
tions would culminate in the grand opening ceremony at Tokyo’s Yoyogi Sta-
dium, where massed dancing youth would direct their bodies to the arrival of 
the torch, inaugurating the XVIII Olympic Games.

In this vision, Ito framed dance as a mediating form of internationalism. 
By bringing many dance traditions together, and by encouraging these tra-
ditions to be transmitted from one body to another, and from one nation to 
another, Ito’s plan situated dance as a practice that enables cosmopolitanism. 
The expansiveness of Ito’s plan—the transport of performance and fire over 
10,000 kilometers—produced a geography unified through the passage of 
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moving bodies: a cohesive Asia, a joined East and West, and a Japan situated 
as both endpoint and mediator of this journey. Even as it proclaimed a new 
role for Japan on the world stage, Ito’s vision was also a palimpsest of Olympic 
and Japanese history, reviving choreographies and ideologies of imperialism 
and fascism that the 1964 Games meant to leave behind.

The Silk Road theme mined an influential intellectual tradition from the 
early twentieth century that sought to determine the origins of the Japanese 
people. Today, it is common to hear that Japan is an island nation, isolated 
and homogenous. This commonplace, in fact, only became an accepted truth 
in the postwar period, as a rationalization for reducing the country’s territory 
to its four main islands following its defeat in World War II. But during Ito’s 
lifetime, and even well before, in the Meiji Era (1868–1912), the question of 
Japan’s essential character was an actively debated issue, and one that was 
crucial to the nation’s growing imperial agenda. In this period, two compet-
ing theories emerged.2 The “mixed-nation theory” (kongō minzoku kokka-ron) 
originated in the mid-1800s with Western historians and anthropologists  
describing the Japanese as an immigrant/conquering nation; this perspective 
was soon absorbed by Japanese intellectuals as the primary model to argue 
for Japan’s assimilative capacities. In the 1880s, an anti-Western backlash 
precipitated the birth of a competing “homogenous-nation theory” (tan’itsu 
minzoku kokka), which said that the Japanese nation was coterminous with 
“Japanese people”—who were understood as the original inhabitants of the 
archipelago and the direct ancestors of contemporary Japanese. Even as 
the homogenous-nation theory gained adherents, the mixed-nation theory 
remained predominant throughout much of the first half of the twentieth 
century, even as Japan moved into its totalitarian period. Indeed, one appeal 
of the mixed-nation theory was its utility in justifying imperialism and the 
incorporation of other Asian nations under Japanese rule.

In support of the mixed-nation theory, many intellectuals took the Silk 
Road as historic evidence that Japan’s fundamental essence was syncretic and 
intercultural, rather than isolated and homogenous. Writers such as Okakura 
Tenshin (Kakuzō) and Watsuji Tetsurō turned to the eighth-century capital 
of Nara, which they identified as the Silk Road’s endpoint. Nara is a city of 
innumerable Buddhist temples and statuary, all revealing material and sty-
listic influence from across Asia. Nara thus represented the paradigmatic 
cosmopolitan city, a site of collection and recombination of the innumera-
ble goods, cultural practices, and languages that traveled along the passage 
connecting Europe and Asia.3 As an ancient capital, Nara represented Japan’s 
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broader, historic capacity as the storehouse of Asian heritage—as Okak-
ura famously termed it, “a museum of Asiatic civilization.”4 For these early 
twentieth-century intellectuals, the Silk Road thus connected their contem-
porary desires to understand Japan as a syncretic nation to an authorizing, 
cosmopolitan past.

The ongoing persuasiveness of the mixed-nation theory was its assertion 
that Japan’s internationalist periods were never new, but rather, a recurring 
part of the nation’s history and essence. By mining a particular moment 
of Japan’s regional history (the Nara period), it produced a “tradition” that 
could be called on to justify many different constructions of Japan’s modern 
national character. Thus, when Japan began its breakneck project of mod-
ernization following its forcible opening to US trade by Commodore Perry 
in 1854, the syncretic argument suggested that in absorbing new Western 
technologies and practices, Japan was actually being faithful to an essential 
“Japan-ness.” And when Japan embarked on its imperial project of conquest 
and administration of other Asian nations, the mixed-nation theory justified 
this agenda, and argued for the assimilation of Japan’s colonized subjects. Ito’s 
use of the Silk Road theme for the 1964 Olympics resuscitated this tradition 
to conjure a Japan that had risen from its wartime isolation and defeat to 
recover its cosmopolitan essence.

Even as Ito’s Olympic plan turned to Japan’s distant past in order to break 
with its recent militarism, it nevertheless evoked the canceled 1940 Olympics 
and Japan’s alignment with the Axis powers. The very ritual of the torch relay 
was a still-fresh innovation: it had originated at the 1936 Berlin Olympics as 
part of the effort to choreograph Hitler’s legitimacy and Germany’s mytho-
historic ties to Greece. The designer of the relay, Carl Diem, was invested 
in perpetuating it as an ongoing Olympic tradition. The next Games were 
scheduled to be held in Tokyo in 1940, and Diem offered his assistance to 
the Tokyo Olympic Organizing Committee. The plan he presented was for 
a torch relay along the historic Silk Road. The planning committee eagerly 
adopted Diem’s proposal, even though the war with China meant that his 
proposed route would already be unfeasible. Indeed, in July 1938, the Tokyo 
Games were canceled, as Japan’s government chose to devote all available 
resources to the war in China.5 Ito’s plan, which hewed closely to Diem’s 
original scheme, thus recycled an explicitly imperialist, if not fascist, vision, 
even as it claimed to patch a rupture in Japanese history. Ito’s adoption of the 
Silk Road theme thus linked Japan’s postwar present to multiple moments of 
the nation’s past—the cosmopolitanism of the Nara period, the era of early 
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twentieth-century modernization, and the years of Japanese imperialism 
during the Asia-Pacific War.

This book begins with Ito’s 1964 Olympic plans because they exemplify 
several themes that will continue to appear: cosmopolitanism as a practice of 
performance; the relationship between choreographic aesthetics and impe-
rial histories; and the way that Ito’s self-promotion was frequently achieved 
through promotion of “Japan”—itself a mutable and contested idea. Ito’s 
Olympic proposal also highlights the necessity of engaging plans and ideas, 
even when, or especially when, they do not come to fruition. Indeed, one 
more thing should be said about Ito’s Olympic plans: they never happened. 
On November 6, 1961, Ito Michio died of a cerebral hemorrhage. When the 
Olympics took place three years later, instead of Ito’s relay of human bodies 
and cultural performances, an airplane flew the torch from Athens to Tokyo, 
a journey that was both cheaper and usefully symbolic of Japan’s technolog-
ical and industrial capabilities, an insistence that the nation would now fling 
itself into the future, rather than re-perform the bodies of its past. Ito’s plan—
unrealized, and probably impossible to have been carried out in any case—
was thus a fantasy, the first of many that this book will consider.

Accounting for Fantasy

A trip to Egypt, a friendship with Vaslav Nijinsky, a meeting with President 
Harding—such stories have bedeviled scholars seeking to pin down an “accu-
rate” narrative of Ito’s life. Indeed, Ito’s younger brother Senda Koreya ulti-
mately wrote a corrective biographical preface for the Japanese publication of 
the first book written about Ito, by his student Helen Caldwell. And as Ito’s 
Japanese biographer, Fujita Fujio, wrote, “In publishing this book, the most 
challenging aspect was distinguishing between Michio’s dreams and reality.”6 
Rather than pushing these stories and schemes to the side as false leads, I 
foreground these fabrications and unrealized activities as fantasies—as the 
creative acts of imagination that sustained Ito’s life and career.

Ito is important. We seem to know that much. He has been the subject 
of articles, book chapters, and popular publications in English and Japanese. 
Whether because of the people he knew, the people he taught, the projects 
he contributed to, or the phenomena he can be made to stand for, he has 
become a subject of increasing interest, both within academia and outside of 
it. “Recovered” to American modern dance history first by one of his dance 
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students, Helen Caldwell, and then by Mary-Jean Cowell and Satoru Shi-
mazaki, within an “East-West” rubric, he has since been identified as a figure 
who might be claimed as central to multiple disciplines: transnational mod-
ernism by Carrie Preston and Kevin Riordan, Asian American dance studies 
by Yutian Wong, and Japanese theater and dance studies by Carol Sorgenfrei, 
Midori Takeishi, and Emi Yagishita.7 But generic, linguistic, and disciplinary 
boundaries have partitioned his career, precluding a fuller appreciation of 
the continuities that persist across these divides, and of the ways in which 
all these terms—“East”/ “West”/ “the Orient,” “modernism,” “modern dance,” 
“Asian American,” and “Japan”—were being actively constructed during his 
life, a fluxity in which he played a part. This book is indebted to all of this 
previous scholarship, and rather than looking to supersede this tradition of a 
many-faceted Ito with a “comprehensive” account, I want to suggest that we 
take this fracturing as symptomatic of Ito’s fundamental elusiveness; he is a 
figure, in both his life and many afterlives, who evades being pinned down. 
I propose here that one reason for this is the substantial role that fantasy 
played in his life—and as I will offer later in this introduction, that fantasy 
might also be a powerful method for engaging this elusiveness.

Fantasy threads together the personal, the collective, and the theatrical, 
and it is in these conjunctions that I find it a productive framework for think-
ing about Ito. As Jacqueline Rose observes in her book States of Fantasy, peo-
ple usually first think of fantasy as the licentious flights that a mind takes 
in private, into uninvited and impermissible territories. In common speech, 
fantasy suggests the illicit and the personal. In fact, writes Rose, fantasy is 
deeply intertwined with “the question of how subjects tie themselves ethi-
cally to each other and enter a socially viable world.”8 That is, fantasy is how 
we construct a sense of self within the actual material world of social and 
political relations, and it is, therefore, an activity in which the personal and 
the collective are intimately tied. How this mooring takes place is a question 
addressed by Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, who characterize 
fantasy not as the object of desire, but as the theatrical scenario or setting for 
an exploration of desire: “But the fantasm is not the object of desire, it is a 
scene. In the fantasm, the fantasm itself, the subject does not aim at an object 
or its sign, he figures himself in the sequence of images.”9 Crucial here is the 
sense of being watched, and watching oneself being watched. These ideas, 
of fantasy as that which binds the individual to their social world, and as a 
theatrical scene in which the individual performs themself, are central to how 
I think about Ito.
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Theater is not only a metaphor for the stagedness of fantasy. It also helps 
us understand fantasy’s relationship to what is usually meant by “reality.” 
While some may think of the theater as a world of imagination, operating 
at a remove, those who work in and study the theater know that it is inti-
mately and intricately enmeshed with the world it seems to offer an escape 
from. So too, with fantasy, as Rose, following Freud, explains: in contrast to 
dreams, which disintegrate in the unconscious, “fantasy is always heading for 
the world it only appears to have left behind.”10 Fantasy, like the theater, only 
seems to be a world apart. The importance of both of these practices is articu-
lated by Rose: “we build in fantasy our claim to solidity in the world.”11 Fantasy 
is how we know ourselves, how we perform ourselves and come to think of 
those performances as constitutive of ourselves. Ito’s fantasies—his invented 
anecdotes, unrealized projects, and quixotic affiliations—though perhaps not 
the “real” or the “what happened” of his life, were the things that made it solid.

Another way of saying this is: in common parlance, fantasy often means 
escapism. Like fantasy, escapism offers solace and delusion, two things that 
can keep people going—for better or worse. But what I want to delineate 
with fantasy is an aspect of likeliness. While escapism offers the pleasure of 
imagining the impossible, fantasy involves a belief in its attainability, and fan-
tasy takes place amid conditions that make its realization feel possible. Ito’s 
fabrications, unrealized projects, political associations, and performances of 
self are fantasies because they hovered, tantalizingly, near to the “real,”—and 
indeed, sometimes were indistinguishable from the “real.” In this likeliness, 
fantasy provided the ground of his artistic career, and perhaps, his survival.

I think of Ito’s fantasies as forming into a few distinct strands. The sto-
ries Ito invented make up one strand of my focus. In their imaginative rich-
ness, we see Ito as he wanted to see himself. Moreover, as compensatory 
stories, by which Ito wrote himself into various histories, we get a sense of 
the contours of his own sense of isolation and loss. A second strand consists 
of the unrealized or failed artistic projects that exist only on the pages of 
his notebooks. Working in the medium of live performance, Ito was always 
hampered by budgets, deadlines, talent, political situations, and the gran-
deur of his own ambitions. But if these projects are subjected to the same 
process of performance reconstruction that is a primary method for his-
torical research in performance-related fields, then they fill out important 
aspects of his artistic oeuvre.

Third, Ito’s fantasies offer us a glimpse into his affiliations, and the affil-
iations he desired. By affiliation, I mean something between individual and 



Introduction	 7

2RPP

group identity; these are concepts that describe a particular stance or way 
of relating to the world, such as modernism, Pan-Asianism, or cosmopoli-
tanism. These are abstract terms, usually thought of as ideologies. I want us 
to think of them instead as fantasies, not because they describe chimerical 
desires, but because recognizing them as fantasies allows us to understand 
why so many people have invested in these and related abstractions. Affili-
ative fantasies provide a sense of belonging; they articulate personal desires 
through channels of camaraderie and collectivity. This use of fantasy, then, 
is in line with Neferti Tadiar’s use of the term, building on Slavoj Žižek, to 
highlight the “subjective dimension” and “desiring or libidinal character” of 
the actual practices “that determine as well as comprise much of the social life 
and modern history of nations.”12

And finally, the work of dance-making involves fantasy. Several of Ito’s 
pieces were explicitly dramaturgical fantasies—pieces are set in faraway 
imagined places, such as courtly Europe, or “Lotus Land”; they depict sto-
rybook characters, such as the “Little Shepherdess”; and they imagine, fre-
quently on a large scale, triumphant national histories. But dance-making, 
both in process and performance, is also a particular form of fantasy-making, 
where the act of choreography and embodiment offers a vision of an alterna-
tive world. This aspect of fantasy has much in common with the concept of 
“world-making”—in its reparative dimensions, but also in its equally possible 
hegemonic permutations. Ito’s dances often imagined various utopic visions; 
but they also provided opportunities for the embodiment and reproduction 
of racial stereotypes, national-imperial mythologies, and the mixture of aes-
theticism and entertainment that frequently allows for a plausible deniability 
of the consequences of such representations.

If Ito produced numerous fantasies, he was also, in ways both compelling 
and disturbing, the object of many fantasies. As a Japanese subject living and 
working across Europe, the US, and Japan, during a period in which Japan 
was the prompt for romanticized and dehumanizing imaginaries, Ito was the 
screen for his collaborators’, patrons’, and spectators’ many desires—desires in 
which his own body and work could never be teased apart from the national, 
racial, and imperial significations assigned it. Fantasy helps us understand the 
complex oscillation of Ito’s reception, because it both recognizes him as the 
objectified object of others’ desires, and invites us to consider the desires he 
pursued, and satisfied, in the process of engaging those around him.

Some may connect my attention to fantasy with psychoanalysis and the 
work of Freud, Lacan, Žižek, and Laplanche and Pontalis. Certainly, some 
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of the most generative theorizations of fantasy have come from that field, 
because, as Leslie Bow observes, part of psychoanalysis’s value has been its 
“theorizing from the individual to the collective.”13 Bow’s gloss highlights 
how fantasy has illuminated understandings of national imaginaries, as in 
the works of Lauren Berlant and Jacqueline Rose, but also points to its cen-
trality in Asian American literary analysis, where it has served as a more or 
less explicit framework in the psychoanalytic readings carried out by theo-
rists such as Bow, Juliana Chang, Anne Anlin Cheng, David Eng, and Karen 
Shimakawa.14 In my engagement with Asian American studies scholarship 
in particular, this book builds on the foundational work of these engage-
ments with psychoanalysis, though it does not, ultimately, pursue it as a 
line of inquiry.

Instead, I want to shift out of the head and into the body; I want to think 
about how the body fantasizes. When Ito stretched his arms out from his 
body, again and again, like a whirling vortex in his famous dance Pizzicati, 
what longings are carried from his torso, across his shoulders, arms, elbows, 
wrists, and tensely reaching hands? When Ito walked down New York’s Fifth 
Avenue, what fantasies were elaborated in his jaunty steps, in his gently sway-
ing shoulders, and eyes that only seemed to be directed ahead, but were 
always achingly, minutely aware of the looks he drew from those around him? 
Across this book, I insist that the body is not merely a reflection of people’s 
private fantasies; it is not simply an object on which fantasies are projected. 
Instead, I insist, the body might also be a powerful site of fantasy. Follow-
ing Susan Foster, Randy Martin, André Lepecki, and Rebekah Kowal, among 
many others in dance studies, the body does things. But here, instead of 
thinking about this doing as a kind of performativity, an effecting of a change, 
I suggest that what the body does is to become, itself, the “setting for the elab-
oration of desire.” The body realizes the fantasy, physically, if fleetingly, in the 
motions, poses, tensions, and slacknesses it assumes.

Constructing a Biography

Although I will spend much of this book thinking about Ito Michio’s fantasies, 
it is worth observing that a simple outline of his life already reads as a kind of 
fantastical narrative of international border-crossing, political maneuvering, 
and artistic hustling. Ito’s background reveals that his eager engagement with 
the West, his attraction to the arts, and his comfort moving in elite circles 
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were all proclivities patterned by his family. Ito’s father, Tamekichi, was born 
in Isematsusaka to a line of doctors, and studied physics and architecture 
in San Francisco in the mid-1880s, where he also converted to Christianity. 
When he returned to Japan in 1888, he specialized in Western architecture, 
made Western-style furniture, and also worked as a dry cleaner. Tamekichi 
made a name for himself as the first designer of earthquake-resistant houses 
in Japan, by inventively merging Japanese house design and techniques of 
joinery with the American technology of nails and bolts.15 Just as ingenious 
was his self-presentation as the “American Architect Itō Tamekichi,” demon-
strating the same flair for self-promotion that his son Michio was to exhibit. 
Ito’s mother, Kimie, née Iijima, came from an elite family. Kimie’s older 
brother, Iijima Isao, had studied physiology at Tokyo University, the nation’s 
premier institution, and then spent three years studying at Leipzig University. 
He saw in Tamekichi a fellow Western-educated, “modern” Japanese youth, 
and so set the couple up.

Tamekichi and Kimie had nine children; first a daughter, Yoshiko (1889), 
then in 1891 a son, Kōichi, who died a month after birth. Michio, the third 
child, was born on April 13, 1893. Three boys followed: Kanae (1895), Yūji 
(1897), and Kisaku (1899). Next came another girl, Nobuko (1902), and then 
Kunio (1904), who is best known by his professional name, Senda Koreya. 
Another boy, Tadao, arrived in 1907. In the early 1900s, Tamekichi had an 
affair with another woman, Tanaka Namiji, who bore three children who 
were given the Itō family name: a girl, Aiko (1905), and two boys, Teiryō 
(1908) and Ousuke (1911). The entire family was remarkably oriented toward 
the arts; all of the male children who survived into adulthood went into the 
theater, music, or architecture professions; with the exception of Yoshiko, 
who married a prominent army general, the other female children also mar-
ried artists and performers.

From a young age, Ito demonstrated notable musical talent. When he 
graduated from the private mission school Aoyama Gakuin, his eldest sister’s 
husband, the army general Furushō Motō, invited Ito to stay with him in 
Germany to pursue his musical studies. In preparation for this opportunity, 
Kimie determined that Ito should attend the Tokyo Music School in Ueno, 
Tokyo. The family purchased a piano and hired the famous Japanese opera 
soprano Miura Tamaki of Madame Butterfly fame, as well as the foreign 
music teachers Welkmeister and Junger. Ito read Hedda Gabler and When 
We Dead Awaken with his German teacher, and met with Chiba Shūho, a 
scholar of German literature who had recently been in Germany and seen 
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numerous theater performances during his stay. Miura Tamaki also invited 
Ito, along with Ishii Baku, Shimizu Kintarō, and Komori Toshi, to take nihon 
buyō (traditional Japanese dance) lessons from Wakayagi Kichitoyo. These 
peers, especially Ishii Baku and Komori Toshi, were to become future collab-
orators with Ito, as they made their own trips to Europe and the US.

Ito’s period of preparation plunged him into Tokyo’s contemporary the-
ater world; with hindsight, it is evident that he was working in the milieu 
that would be recognized as the heart of Japan’s emerging modern theater 
movement. In July of 1911, Miura Tamaki left her position at the Tokyo Music 
School to join the newly organized opera section of the Imperial Theatre as 
a lead actress. Miura secured roles for Ito in a few of the theater’s opera pro-
ductions. These were Cavaliera Rusticana in December 1911, Yuya in Feb-
ruary 1912, and Welkmeister’s Shakka (Siddhartha) in June 1912. Just before 
he left, Ito helped found the shingeki troupe Toridesha with friends from the 
Tokyo Higher Normal School. The group included Murata Minoru, Kishida 
Tatsuya, and Uno Shirō. On October 15, 1912, they gave a trial performance 
of Maurice Maeterlinck’s L’interieur and Nagata Mikihiko’s Maihime Dariā 
(The Dancing Girl Dahlia) at the Seiyōken in Tsukiji, attended by important 
figures of Japan’s modern theater movement, such as the translator, critic, 
and playwright Tsubouchi Shoyō and the director Osanai Kaoru.16 Ito later 
described the performance as a “youthful effort”—they paired Maeterlinck’s 
story with staging heavily influenced by Edward Gordon Craig, whose theater 
essays they had been reading. The group members had also just seen Gerhart 
Hauptmann’s Lonely Lives and Maeterlinck’s Death of Tintagiles; they felt 
their production was an effort to clear similar stylistic ground for Japanese 
modern theater. Ito’s Toridesha experience upends common assumptions 
that his arrival in Europe was the moment of exposure to an entirely new 
world of modern performance. The group’s fluency with the works of modern 
dramatists and Craig’s emerging stage theories reveal the familiarity of early 
twentieth-century Japanese artists with European modernist experiments, 
and the vibrancy of the Tokyo modern theater scene. And yet, drawn by the 
excitement and cultural capital of training in Europe, Ito felt compelled to 
leave, and on November 6, 1912, he sailed from Yokohama.

Ito landed in Marseilles on December 23, 1912, and arrived in Berlin five 
days later. At this chronological point, Ito’s accounts of his own activities 
begin to include his narrative fantasies. These will be discussed in detail in 
chapter 1, but here I want to stress that while his memoirs give the impres-
sion that he was alone in Europe, making his way as the sole and exceptional 
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Japanese artist, in fact he had the company of many other Japanese youths 
throughout his European period. On his way to Europe, he traveled with Saitō 
Kazō and Ishibashi Katsurō; the latter had been a middle school classmate.17 
Saitō, a graduate of the design department of the Tokyo Art School, was trav-
eling to Europe with the express purpose of joining the composer Yamada 
Kōsaku to visit the new Jaques-Dalcroze Institute for Eurythmics at Hellerau. 
Yamada, also a graduate of the Tokyo Music School, was just finishing his 
studies at Berlin’s National Music Conservatory, and he was at the center of 
a group of young Japanese men all studying music there. Saitō introduced Ito 
to Yamada, who became a lifelong friend, and whose own interest in Jaques-
Dalcroze effectively changed the course of Ito’s career. While in Berlin, Ito 
saw a performance of the Ballets Russes, at which Anna Pavlova—though 
not Vaslav Nijinsky—performed. After a brief stay in Leipzig, where he stud-
ied vocalization and German pronunciation, Ito enrolled at the Institute, and 
began his studies there on August 12, 1913.

Ito studied for a year in Hellerau, learning the fundamentals of the 
eurythmic method and enjoying the school’s idyllic mix of internationalism 
and artistic collaboration. This experience served as the basis not only for 
his own dance method, but for his abiding belief in art as a utopic force for 
remaking societies and for achieving world peace. Ito’s time at the Institute 
was interrupted by World War I; he escaped Germany on August 14, 1914, a 
week before Japan joined the Allied bloc, and traveled to London in the com-
pany of other fleeing Japanese. On August 16, he arrived in London.

Ito’s two years in London gave him the artistic and social cachet that 
undergirded the rest of his career. Early on, he booked some performances at 
the popular Coliseum theater, and also caught the attention of elite hostesses, 
such as Lady Ottoline Morrell and Lady Maud Cunard, for whom he pro-
vided dinner party entertainment. Then the American poet Ezra Pound, who 
was working on a set of translations of noh plays begun by Ernest Fenollosa, 
sought out Ito and induced him to perform some noh dances. Again, Ito was 
not alone in this, but put together a demonstration with the painter Kume 
Tamijurō and the writer Kōri Torahiko, two out of the good number of young 
Japanese men carrying out artistic and educational sojourns in London at the 
time. It was Ito alone, however, who joined Pound and the Irish poet W. B. 
Yeats in mounting a production of Yeats’s play At the Hawk’s Well. With two 
salon performances on April 2 and 4, 1916, this production became one of the 
signal events in histories of Anglo-modernism, and it gave Ito, who created 
the role of the Hawk, a lasting cultural imprimatur.
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As war encroached on life in London, Ito again moved, arriving in New 
York on August 13, 1916. There, Ito developed a repertoire of “oriental” and 
interpretive dances, consolidated his dance method, and taught in studios 
across the city. He also participated in several Broadway productions, ranging 
from the 1923 Greenwich Village Follies, The Mikado (1927), and Madame 
Butterfly (1928), to his own Pinwheel Revel (1922) and his debuting the role of 
the Witch Doctor in Eugene O’Neill’s Emperor Jones (1920). Alongside these 
endeavors, he was joined by friends from Japan in the spring and summer of 
1918: the dancer Komori Toshi, and his friend Yamada Kōsaku, who collabo-
rated with Ito on productions of the noh Tamura at the Neighborhood Play-
house, a staging of At the Hawk’s Well with new music written by Yamada at 
the Greenwich Village Theatre, and a series of dance concerts experimenting 
with the Japanese modern dance form, the “dance poem.”

Ito’s personal life developed alongside and intertwined with his pro-
fessional work. In 1921, he was joined by one of his younger brothers, the 
singer Yūji, who took part in many of Ito’s projects, and also established his 
own career in production, costumes, and props at Radio City Music Hall. 
Yūji would later, in 1934, marry Teiko Ono, an important American-born 
dancer in her own right, who then collaborated with Michio in Los Angeles, 
and also trained Yuriko Kikuchi, who was to become an important figure in 
Martha Graham’s company (with whom Ito also worked in New York). Ito 
further rooted himself in the US when, on April 6, 1923, he married one of 
his troupe’s dancers, Hazel Wright, and on October 10, 1923, their first son, 
Donald was born; Gerald (Jerry) was born July 12, 1927. In 1929, Ito carried 
out a cross-country tour with his troupe and family, and once in California, 
they decided to stay.

Ito spent the 1930s in Los Angeles, where he took advantage of the 
region’s bid to become a cultural center by advocating for modern dance 
as a force for community and art. He established a series of dance studios 
across Southern California, and staged several large-scale “dance sympho-
nies” at the Hollywood and Rose Bowls, while continuing to offer smaller 
dance concerts. He also worked in film, playing roles in Dawn of the East 
(1921), Booloo (1938), Spawn of the North (1938), and consulting and cho-
reographing for No, No, Nanette (1930), Madame Butterfly (1932), and The 
Sunset Murder Case (1941). Meanwhile, Ito built a relationship with the Jap-
anese immigrant community in Southern California, working in tandem 
with local elites to foster experiences of integration for the Nisei (second 
generation) through his dance lessons and productions. While in Califor-
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nia, Ito facilitated the visits of other Japanese artists: his brother Kisaku 
came in 1929; Ito organized the US tour of Tsutsui Tokujirō’s shimpa troupe 
in 1930; and for his own 1937 dance symphony at the Hollywood Bowl, Ito 
arranged for the classical conductor Konoe Hidemaro (and brother to then 
prime minister Konoe Fumimaro) to join the production. Ito’s increasing 
engagement with the Japanese community seemed mirrored in his domes-
tic life; in 1936 he was divorced from Hazel Wright and married Ozawa 
Tsuyako, a Japanese woman originally from Sapporo, Hokkaido. During 
this decade, Ito took three trips to Japan: in 1931, 1939–40, and 1940–41. In 
1934 he also toured with his company to Mexico City.

When Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, Ito’s vibrant life in California was 
interrupted; in the nighttime hours following the bombing, the FBI raided his 
Hollywood home and arrested him. Donald went to live with some relatives 
of Hazel Wright, while Jerry went to New York, where he was looked after 
by Ito’s brother Yūji and his wife Teiko. Ito was interned as an “enemy alien,” 
and spent the next two years in a series of Department of Justice Camps: Fort 
Missoula, MN, Fort Sill, OK, Camp Livingston, LA, and finally Santa Fe, NM, 
where he was reunited with Tsuyako, who had been incarcerated at Heart 
Mountain, WY. The two requested repatriation, and in September 1943, they 
sailed to Japan, with a stop in Goa as part of a prisoner exchange, arriving in 
Yokohama in November 1943.

Ito spent the remaining years of the war working on behalf of the Japanese 
imperial project and war effort. With the support of friends and high-ranking 
officials he founded an institute for performing arts across the “Co-Prosperity 
Sphere”: the Greater East Asia Stage Arts Research Institute. While this effort 
was, with the exception of one production, entirely unrealized, in his plan-
ning documents, Ito outlined an immense organization facilitating theater 
and dance performance across Asia and cultivating cultural exchange. This 
plan culminated with his proposal for a mass history pageant to celebrate 
the Philippines’s “independence” from US dominion via the benevolence of 
Japanese imperialism.

On August 15, 1945, Japan surrendered. As the US-led Allied Occupa-
tion moved in, Ito was well positioned to mediate between the occupiers and 
occupied. He soon began working at the Ernie Pyle Theatre (the requisitioned 
Tokyo Takarazuka theater), which was the primary entertainment venue for 
Allied service personnel and billed as the “Radio City Music Hall of the East.” 
There he directed, choreographed, and produced numerous shows, includ-
ing Fantasy Japonica (1946), The Mikado (1946), Tabasco (1947), and Rhap-
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sody in Blue (1947). He also helped rebuild theater for Japanese audiences, 
working on productions outside the Ernie Pyle, such as Tokyo Carmen with 
Hattori Ryōichi and Kasagi Shizuko (1947). During this period, Ito reopened 
his dance studio and began training a new generation of modern dancers. In 
1946, he was also reunited with Gerald, who was serving in the US Navy. As 
the Occupation wound down, Ito turned his focus to training fashion models, 
choreographing ice-skating spectaculars, and organizing beauty pageants—
all activities in which he could offer dance as a foundation for these high-
resourced spheres of cultural production. In 1960, Ito was selected to produce 
the torch relay and opening ceremonies for the 1964 Tokyo Olympics—the 
first to be held in Asia. But these plans never materialized, due to his death 
on November 6, 1961.

Fantasy as Methodology

Beyond the biographical sketch I just offered, more comprehensive accounts 
can be found in English in Mary-Jean Cowell’s forthcoming book, and in Jap-
anese in Fujita Fujio’s biography. And, as noted earlier, there has been a pro-
liferation of scholarship about Ito across a variety of disciplines. This growing 
body of literature provides a wealth of information about and interpretations 
of Ito that work in similar ways as this book’s cover photograph. In this image, 
taken by Toyo Miyatake, Ito stands in the spotlight, an object of attention. 
The spotlight is theatrical; Ito is someone who made his life through per-
formance. But the spotlight is also constraining; it holds Ito in its range, and 
especially given his street clothes, offers a reminder that Ito frequently per-
formed under surveillance. Behind Ito, his shadow looms, distinctly him, but 
merging with the background into a kind of obscurity. No matter the spot-
lights we shine on Ito, he remains elusive.

This elusiveness is overdetermined. It is a commonplace that dance, Ito’s 
primary artistic medium, is fundamentally ephemeral.18 On a concrete level, 
this means that although we have photographs of his dances, and some of his 
choreographies have been passed down as inherited repertoire in the bodies 
of his students and their students, many of his dances remain impossible to 
reproduce. In any case, none of these are Ito dancing. Even during his life, 
the apparent inaccessibility of dance worked in tandem with orientalist par-
adigms of inscrutability; for some of his contemporaries, Ito appeared as a 
cipher for mutually reinforcing notions of both dance and “the Orient” as 
states of metaphorical escape.
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Ito’s elusiveness is also an effect of his apparent adaptability. He had a 
remarkable ability to make himself into what others seemed to want, whether 
as the projected screen for Euro-American spectators’ orientalist desires, or as 
a propaganda producer for the Japanese imperial government. This hustler’s 
instinct was accompanied by a sort of willful utopian blindness; his articu-
lated intentions are consistently about producing beauty, self-understanding, 
and world peace. Ito’s opportunism and romanticism have made him a dif-
ficult historical subject, seemingly aligned with all the “wrong” things—
orientalism, totalitarianism—but with so much idealism that it is tempting to 
ask: did he know what he was doing?

What I’m getting at is this: there is a problem with Ito’s archival traces, 
and this problem is not the tension between archive and repertoire, or a pau-
city of documentation, or even censorship or self-censorship (though he was 
subject to both). Unlike those of many marginalized figures, and in seeming 
contrast to the ephemerality of his dances, Ito’s archives are quite robust. 
Across repositories in the US and Japan, there is an abundant trail of Ito’s 
material traces: scrapbooks, letters, personal notebooks, reviews, rehearsal 
schedules, choreographic notations, scripts and scenarios, budget sheets, 
business plans, and numerous photographs. In addition, Ito wrote numer-
ous magazine and newspaper articles. Seemingly most useful of all are Ito’s 
four book-length memoirs. And yet, these books are filled with fabricated 
anecdotes, profiles of other famous artists, and descriptions of American and 
Japanese customs. The pages deflect more than they reveal. Ito’s elusiveness 
is due not to lack of archive but, rather, to an abundance of material that 
does not reveal what it seems to. This is the challenge that Ito exemplifies—a 
concern that has been overshadowed in the necessary and timely discourses 
within the humanities that have, over the last several decades, taken up the 
violence of the archive and its silences. What, alternatively, is to be done with 
abundance mistaken as fact, that is actually fantasy? This book seeks a critical 
engagement with that.

If these documents cannot always, or cannot necessarily, be taken as 
direct documentation of Ito’s life, what, then, are they? And more impor-
tantly, what do they do? For whom? To what ends? This book posits that they 
can themselves be taken as performances, and as part of Ito’s lifelong perfor-
mance of self. “Performance,” as both a concept and a discipline, is vast, and 
has been assigned varying definitions. The one I’ll use here is the gloss that 
Ju Yon Kim offers on Erving Goffman’s approach: performance is “an individ-
ual asking an audience to believe in her or his presentation.”19 While, as Kim 
notes, Goffman’s model seems to involve an assumption of intentionality, I 
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do not suggest that all of Ito’s performances were calculated, or even delib-
erate. But they do all involve a solicitation of a spectator, as a partner in the 
production of desire. Many of Ito’s presentations of self were embodied—in 
his formal, onstage appearances, in his public persona, and even in the most 
mundane moments of daily life. But Ito’s presentations of self also extend to 
his many writings, published and unpublished, in which he projects a vision 
of himself toward a set of imagined spectators—imagined, or fantasized, even 
when they are “real.”

In line with this, and following performance studies scholar Shane Vogel’s 
discussion of Lena Horne’s autobiography, I read Ito’s books and other writ-
ings not “as document[s] of performance history .  .  . [but] as instance[s] of 
performance theory.”20 Ito’s memoirs, precisely in their fabrications, utopian 
political statements, and cultural essentialisms, point us to the performance 
strategies by which he constructed a fantasy of himself as a cosmopolitan, 
as a modernist artist, and as a cultural mediator—a fantasy that both he and 
many others invested in. Vogel continues, “I do not necessarily assume that 
she [Horne] is only writing out of self-interest or self-promotion, but that 
she offers in her performances some insight into sexual and racial subject 
formations in modern American culture.”21 Ito was assuredly writing out 
of self-interest and self-promotion, an activity at which he excelled. But in 
precisely this vein, Ito’s writings reveal what it means for a Japanese male 
dancer living and performing across Europe, the US, and Japan in the early 
and mid-twentieth century, to promote himself, and what such promotion 
required. Ito, then, was always performing—which is not to suggest that there 
was some true, essential Ito “behind” the performance, nor to suggest that Ito 
was some kind of empty person, “nothing but a performance.” Ito’s perfor-
mances, inevitable and self-sustaining, were his ties to the world around him; 
they were the fantasies that allowed him to feel that he belonged. In parallel, 
the archival abundance of Ito’s material traces, with all their misdirection, 
fabrication, incompleteness, and unrealizability, is what allows me to pursue, 
to reconstruct, to imagine, Ito’s fantasies.

Ito’s performances, and the fantasies they encoded, are not, as the title of 
this book suggests, only his; they are also mine, and many others’. To write 
about Ito’s fantasies, and the fantasies he elicited in others, I must also engage 
in fantasy. And so, I propose fantasy as both a scholarly methodology suited 
to constructing a history of a career that is impossible to reconstruct, and as a 
conceptual tool that animates the problems of fiction within abundance—the 
navigation of uncertainty as a manifestation of desire.
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Take Ito’s Olympics plans. The sketch with which I began details a perfor-
mance that never took place. It is, nevertheless, one that I can provisionally 
reconstruct from Ito’s writings, from newspaper articles, and from my knowl-
edge of his working method and other choreographic endeavors. Here we are 
in the well-established realm of performance reconstruction as a methodol-
ogy of history writing. By “reconstruction” I do not mean the physical reen-
actment of Ito’s dances—although I am indebted to the dancers and scholars 
who have created these reperformances. Rather, I follow dance scholar Susan 
Manning, who, working as both traditional historian and literary critic, “con-
struct[s] Wigman’s dances as structures for the interaction of performer and 
spectator.”22 The methodology of performance reconstruction, developed in 
theater, dance, and performance studies, is a way to piece together, through 
material archival traces, what a performance might have looked like. But per-
formances are not only a matter of lines recited, choreography carried out, 
costumes worn, and staging realized. Performances are also about the frisson 
between performers and the audience, and the erotic circuits of energy that 
animate performances, and reverberate beyond the time of the performance 
itself. That is, performances can be fantasies, and it is these fantasies that I 
seek to reconstruct.

A fantasy reconstruction of Ito’s Olympics plans, then, involves not only 
a sketch of what he wanted the torch relay and opening ceremonies to look 
like, but also imagines what desires those plans encoded. As Ito traveled 
along with the procession, did he perhaps instruct each athlete to pass the 
torch with bodily motions borrowed from his own dance method positions, 
thereby choreographing a broad absorption of his technique into numerous 
nondancer bodies, and even, through the newsreels shown of the events, out 
into the population at large? Dance, then, and his own method in particular, 
could be integrated into daily movement at the scale of the entire globe, an 
expansiveness that would finally match the scope of Ito’s ambitions. Perhaps 
Ito would meet with heads of state, and local business at each stop, using his 
charisma to negotiate sticky moments, as municipalities jostled for recog-
nition. Here is Ito the mediator, the cosmopolitan, whose lifetime of living 
in translation allows him to perform as an artistic diplomatic. These are, as 
Laplanche and Pontalis have it, some of the desires that Ito’s Olympic fantasy 
offered a setting for. These are the desires, the fantasies of self, with which Ito 
could construct a sense of solidity in the world.

Fantasy, as a methodology, offers a possible rubric for how to decide what 
to include in an account of someone’s life, and how to narrate that life as a 
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field of possibilities rather than interpretive conclusions. As I’ve indicated, 
fantasy insists that we consider both fabrications and unrealized projects as 
significant pieces of evidence in assembling a story of Ito’s careers. It thus 
offers a possible methodological response to the problem that Pannill Camp 
has argued the “performance nonevent” poses to theater history; it offers a 
way of delineating the “constituents of a possible world.”23 Fantasy as a meth-
odology opens up the scope of what counts as part of Ito’s oeuvre and alters 
how we draw connections between his various activities. Fantasy is a way 
of taking Ito seriously, despite the nearly inconceivable and absurd commit-
ments he had to utopic political programs and a cosmopolitan persona. And 
fantasy is a tool of imaginative reconstruction, one that both lives within and 
enlivens the fragments and ephemera of his careers, while embracing the 
partial, provisional, and personal nature of this rendering.

In the racialized, imperial-nationalistic circumstances of Ito’s career, 
there are ethical implications to reconstruction, certainly as an embodied 
pursuit, but also in the engagement of Ito’s archive. I seek to follow VK Pres-
ton’s process of writing “speculative and critical reimaginings that reveal 
[repetition’s] fissures and exclusions and set the past askew.”24 Likewise, my 
use of fantasy has much in common with recent articulations of “fabulation,” 
especially in my disinterest in “setting the record straight” for someone such 
as Ito, who was constantly enjoined to be both legible and inscrutable; as well 
as in my attention to fabrication, gossip, and utopian scheming as activities 
of great consequence. Fabulation, particularly in Tavia Nyong’o’s speculative 
approach, understands Black performance and art as an inventive rearrange-
ment of the false, producing, as he puts it, “a sense of the incompossible, 
mingling what was with what might have been.”25 It is to address, then, the 
problems of Ito’s archive—of the ephemerality of performance, of global 
racial hierarchies, and of the instability and unapproachability of the past—
that I pursue fantasy as a methodology. This is an approach that owes much 
to Amy Stanley’s Stranger in the Shogun’s City, in which her extensive archival 
research has enabled her not to assert a singular historical interpretation, 
but rather to provide the grounds for imagining a field of possibilities for her 
protagonist Tsuneno’s feelings, thoughts, and experiences, as well as for the 
conclusions we can draw from this mode of historiography.26 Fantasy is a way 
of delineating the possibilities of someone’s life.

In performance, watching and being watched are continuous activities, 
carried out by the formal performers and the audience alike. It is this feel-
ing, of watching and being watched, of sensing, of hearing, of kinesthetically 
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engaging, that my approach seeks to inhabit, to trace, and to imagine. Fan-
tasy, as a methodology, invites us to imagine what movement does, what a 
body elicits in others, so that we can enter into the heady oscillation of seeing, 
sensing, and performing that structures the circulation of desire. Within this 
book, the circulation of desire is historical and specific: the global exchange 
of different forms of embodied orientalism, the celebration of cosmopolitan-
ism and the bodily ambiguity that such avowals of itineracy seemed to allow, 
the hope that political belonging might be achieved through choreographic 
assimilation, and more.

But across time and place, fantasy is also categorically about failure. 
Where performance studies and related fields have invested in performativ-
ity as a kind of promise of performance’s value,27 fantasy does not promise 
an altering of our world, or of possibilities for being. Instead, fantasy as a 
methodology traces the flights of imagination that launch people, and that 
may even sustain them across a career, but that also involve disappointed 
desire, and the abortion of flight. This is one of the ways in which it differs 
from fabulation; while fabulation operates in the subjunctive, fantasy does 
not transport us to a different temporality. Instead, fantasy aims at the indic-
ative, and it is there that it falters, shatters, and fails.

In the stead of Ito’s unrealized projects, misdirected utopias, and insuffi-
cient performances of self, there are traces and there is persistence. Indeed, 
to attend to the complexity of Ito’s fantasies is to attend to his persistence, and 
the persistence of his traces, far beyond his concrete biography, and at times 
to stand in direct contention with its seeming concreteness. Attending to the 
fantasies of Ito Michio (his, mine, and others’) means sifting up some of the 
traces of his work, illuminating threads of performance genealogies that are 
with us today, when we watch the Olympic ceremonies, or eat lunch in Los 
Angeles’s Little Tokyo neighborhood, or shop in a Japanese department store. 
These fantasies, and the modes of embodiment through which Ito pursued 
them, continue to percolate and persist, whispering reminders that we are 
all living amid the traces of the world in which Ito Michio’s careers unfolded.

Cosmopolitanism, Orientalism, Empire

As I have elaborated, fantasy is a way of narrating an individual’s life and the 
desires that shape it. And fantasy mediates the individual and the collective. 
But fantasy also operates on multiple scales; some fantasies are, in and of 
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themselves, collective, involving vast numbers of people. I understand cos-
mopolitanism and orientalism as two such large-scale fantasies, that were 
central to Ito’s performance of self. And both of these were inextricably bound 
up in what was perhaps the overarching political structure of Ito’s life: empire.

By way of demonstrating my fantasy methodology, and of delineating the 
forces of cosmopolitanism, orientalism, and empire in Ito’s life, let’s start with 
two photographs. The first shows Ito, standing in three-quarters rotation, 
face front, arms resting in front of him with his hands meeting at his middle. 
It is the position of formal portraiture, and it matches his outfit—a men’s suit 
from the Empire period. In what looks to be a light gray or blue wool tailcoat, 
with large silk cuffs, a voluminously tied lace cravat, and a lace handkerchief, 
Ito here poses as a European aristocrat. 28 This image is not how many people 
expect to see him. The most commonly reproduced photographs show Ito in 
some kind of Japanese dress, or in his more typical dance outfits of tunics, 
loose pants cinched at the ankle, or flowing robes. Such images confirm what 
seem to be the most obvious, stable facts about Ito—he was Japanese; he was 
a modern dancer. This image tells us something else.

For one, it tells us that Ito loved to dress up. Part of the appeal of a per-
formance career for him was, assuredly, the pleasure of costume—thick 
materials, ornate accessories, the way one’s comportment transforms under 
the contours of a particular dress, the way costume induces a kind of bodily 
fantasizing, paving the way for the acts of imagination that follow. But this 
image also tells us some particular things about the fantasies Ito was drawn 
to embody. Because, while this costume references a particular geography 
(Europe), it is also a historic mélange: the large-cuff sleeves, the oversized 
cufflink, the clawhammer tailcoat all point to different time periods of male 
fashion. This referential hodgepodge is characteristic of the genre of “orien-
tal dance”; to see it in this presentation of “European-ness” underlines Ito’s 
agnostic approach to staging history. This costume then, stands for a general 
vision of cultivated elegance, of debonair worldliness, and of high social class 
in a political world order in which Europe was ascendant. It represents an 
abstract idea of aristocratic cosmopolitanism.

As far as I can tell, Ito did not actually dance in this costume. The photo-
graph is by Ito’s friend, the photographer Toyo Miyatake, and was probably 
taken in 1937 in Los Angeles, as part of the publicity and events surrounding 
Ito’s staging of Blue Danube at the Hollywood Bowl. In performance, the Blue 
Danube dancers wore costumes of the same overall design as this one, though 
in satin rather than Ito’s wool. I wonder, did Ito wear this outfit not only for 



Fig. 1. Ito Michio in Blue Danube costume. Photo by Toyo Miyatake, 1937. Toyo 
Miyatake Dance Collection, courtesy of Alan Miyatake.
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studio photographs, but also at the Hollywood Bowl, perhaps as he intro-
duced the program, or as he greeted patrons and fellow artists, presenting 
himself as the maestro of the fantasy world they were about to see? Perhaps 
dressing as a European aristocrat allowed Ito to embody the role of cultural 
mediator that he so frequently enjoyed playing. So too, in the ease and confi-
dence with which he wears these clothes, perhaps Ito is asserting his funda-
mental compatibility with European (and American) values, at a time when 
Japan was yet again being framed as unequivocally foreign, and inscrutable 
to Western mores. That is, if viewers then, as now, felt a moment of surprise 
at seeing Ito in this costume, then perhaps what Ito wanted to assert was his 
fundamental belonging in this fantasy, and his access to the European history 
that this costume signifies. This was a sense of access that began with his 
own early education at the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute in Hellerau, Germany, 
or even before, at the point when he decided to leave his classmates who 
were busy carrying out experiments in Japanese modern theater and instead, 
to travel to Germany for opera training. The fantasy that this photograph 
depicts, then, is a condensation of all these longings, crystallized in a moment 
of costume performance.

In the second photograph, Ito wears a different costume, and seemingly 
registers a different set of fantasies. His legs are in a wide, turned-out stance, 
bent at the knees; he is barefoot. His right hand rests on his right hip, arm 
akimbo, while his left arm flips the position, rising up from the elbow, with the 
palm stretched out to face the ceiling. He is bare-chested, with a length of fabric 
that sinews around his right arm, behind his neck and under his left armpit, ris-
ing with his left arm so that the rest of the fabric rests in his left palm. He wears 
dark, billowy pants gathered at the ankles. Another length of fabric is wrapped 
around and tied at his waist, with the ends hanging down in front. On his head 
he wears a gelung headpiece found in Balinese wayang wong.29

This photograph tells us something else about Ito’s fantasies—as well as 
the ones projected on him by his spectators, patrons, and collaborators. The 
photograph might correlate to Javanese Temple Dance (1928). Like the Blue 
Danube costume, this one contains a jumble of referents and artistic license: 
while the headpiece resembles that worn by male alus-type characters in 
wayang wong, and the fabrics are Javanese-style dance scarves, the use of two 
scarves, and the wrapping of the upper one around the arm, undermines its 
functionality. The pantaloons, meanwhile, seem derived from Indian dance. 
This photograph can be taken to represent Ito’s prolific involvement in the 
subgenre of “oriental dance,” which, alongside “interpretive dance” made up 



Fig. 2. Ito Michio in Javanese dance. Photo by Toyo Miyatake, Toyo Miyatake 
Dance Collection, courtesy of Alan Miyatake.
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the set of concert dance-making practices in the US that were known, in the 
1910s, ’20s and ’30s as “the art of the dance.” In the 1940s, these two strands 
would become known as “ethnic dance” and “modern dance”—though today 
the term “modern dance” is also used as an umbrella to describe this entire 
range of dance practices.

Ito’s participation in the genre of “oriental dance” reveals a complex set of 
negotiations. “Oriental dance” was predominantly executed by white women 
(and some white men) who, as Yutian Wong writes, identified “with Orien-
talist imagery in an effort to articulate new models for middle-class feminin-
ity.”30 But dancers who today would be identified as, or themselves identify 
as, Asian were expected to perform their own cultural knowledge within 
this genre, and to offer their own bodies as authenticating examples for the 
genre at large. Further, many dancers, including Ito, did not specialize in the 
dance of a particular region or tradition, but rather, performed a wide array 
of danced referents, putatively embodying a diversity of Asian countries and 
traditions, all subsumed under the fantasy of “the Orient.” In this mélange, the 
fact that Ito was Japanese precipitated a slippage wrought by white Western 
racialization: he was not only Japanese; he was also “oriental.” What we see 
in this photograph is exactly this generalizing abstraction; Ito was not only 
expected to perform Japanese on European and US stages, but was imagined 
to have a particular capacity to embody any and all “oriental” traditions, and 
to be taken as a representative of the fantasy of the Orient at large.

But if this photo is suggestive of the ways in which Ito was abjected into 
US orientalism, it also shows, like the Blue Danube photograph, Ito’s own 
enjoyment of costume, his love of theatricality, and most pertinent, how stage 
orientalism provided particularly enticing opportunities to pursue these plea-
sures. Ito’s fascination with stage orientalism began early, in Japan, in June 
1912 (if not before), when he performed in a production of Welkmeister’s 
Siddhartha at the Imperial Theatre. The production boasted sumptuous cos-
tumes and opulent scenery that transported spectators to the scene of Bud-
dhism’s founding in India.31 It was, for Ito, a dazzling and enticing introduc-
tion to stage orientalism, the theatrical evocation of an exotic racial fantasy.

This photograph offers a glimpse of some of Ito’s ongoing desires that 
circulated through his engagement with orientalism. Perhaps, as he shifted 
his body into this pose’s angles, he found pleasure, or relief, in exploring an 
“exotic” that he did not feel was reducible to his own culture, his own Japa-
neseness. Perhaps the heavy headpiece made him more conscious of all his 
body’s movement, and in that consciousness, he found a renewed sense of 



Introduction	 25

2RPP

dancerly precision that was useful to his practice at large. Perhaps he enjoyed 
drawing the audience’s fascinated glances to his body, but with a layer of 
remove, a layer of protection provided by the “oriental” screen. Stage oriental-
ism, with its sumptuous costumes, extravagant scenery, and specified move-
ment vocabularies, seems to have allowed Ito access to a world of fantasy.

The fantasies I have just read into these photographs are important not 
only because they might offer insights into Ito. Ito’s fantasies, and Ito more 
generally, are important because he gives us a way to understand broader 
patterns of cultural formation, and the stories and desires that upheld these 
structures. Take cosmopolitanism, for instance. What I just sketched above 
was a range of fantasies about cosmopolitanism, about being cosmopolitan, 
that appear specific to Ito. But cosmopolitanism was, in fact, a very relevant, 
and precisely defined, concept for Japan as a whole. As both John Namjun 
Kim and Naoki Sakai have traced, cosmopolitanism became a key term for 
many of imperial Japan’s philosophers, particularly those belonging to the 
Kyoto School and the imperial think tank, the Shōwa Kenkyūkai.32 For these 
philosophers, such as Miki Kiyoshi and Tanabe Hajime, Japan’s cosmopoli-
tanism manifested in the ongoing creation of a unified East Asia under Jap-
anese rule. Sakai details one instance of this imperializing cosmopolitanism 
in a 1943 speech by Tanabe, delivered to an audience of volunteer soldier 
students about to leave for battle. In Tanabe’s attempt to incite patriotic spirit, 
he formulated the Japanese nation-state as a universal entity; it could con-
tain vast diversity, and make all that diversity “Japanese.” As Sakai notes, the 
audience certainly included students from the colonies, who were interpel-
lated as belonging to the nation just as much as their Japanese peers. Japa-
nese imperialism thus proceeded not only through extraordinary violence, 
but also through a credo of universalism and free will—a norm of imperial 
cosmopolitanism. When Ito styled himself as a cosmopolitan, then, it was 
not only a sign of his desire to be included in Euro-American elite culture, or 
only of his own relatively elite position, both in Japan and then among other 
Japanese immigrants in the US, or only a sign of his longing to be accepted 
as a modernist artist. It was also a posture that put him directly in relation to 
Japan’s own avowed ideologies, its own imperial designs, its own desire to be 
seen as equal to the Western powers.

If cosmopolitanism was thus a fantasy that was at once deeply personal 
and also intimately related to the geopolitical ambitions of the country of 
Ito’s birth, orientalism offers an amplified version of this tension. For if Ito 
frequently experienced orientalism as a structure used to demean, exoticize, 
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and abstract him while he attempted to live and work in Europe and the US, 
orientalism was also a paradigm that had developed a specifically Japanese 
variant, known as tōyō. As Stefan Tanaka has explained, tōyō was a discourse 
and historiographic endeavor to produce for Japan its own “orient”—a dis-
cursive entity that included the rest of Asia, but also an earlier, premodern 
Japan.33 This paradigm allowed Japan to claim itself as both part of Asia, but 
also as developmentally apart from it, and thus, its natural leader. One cen-
tral contention of this book is that when Ito is only portrayed as the object 
of white orientalism, we miss the fact that long before he arrived in Europe, 
Ito was well versed in orientalism from the position of a subject of imperial 
Japan. Likewise, when Ito participated in the genre of “oriental dance,” he did 
so not only as an abjected Asian male dancer working in the US, but also as a 
subject of imperial Japan. We should, then, understand his “oriental dances” 
as, at least in part, enacting Japan’s own imperial epistemology and fantasy of 
cosmopolitan assimilation through the paradigm of tōyō.

Japanese imperialism was central to Ito’s attachments to the fantasies of 
cosmopolitanism and orientalism; it was a force that took shape in the decades 
before his birth, and that, along with the United States’s own imperial inclina-
tions, structured Ito’s life. In 1868, Japan performatively became a nation-state, 
as the Meiji Restoration returned the emperor to the seat of governmental 
power in Edo-turned-Tokyo. A year later, Japan embarked upon its imperial 
project by incorporating Ezo, the northern land of the Ainu, as Hokkaido. 
The southern Ryūkyū islands soon became Okinawa; in 1895 Japan colonized 
Taiwan, and by 1910 had annexed Korea by winning the Russo-Japanese war. 
This victory also resulted in possession of the Karafuto (South Sakalin) and 
the Kwantung Leased Territory, which provided control of the Southern Man-
churia railway lines, and thus a base for the founding of Manchukuo. These 
territorial expansions were Japan’s clear-eyed response to Western imperialism, 
seen both in the threats by which Commodore Perry had “opened” Japan in 
1853, and in China’s own disastrous experience. Japan’s leaders concluded that 
in order to protect its sovereignty and be recognized by Western nations as an 
equal, it must transform into an imperial power itself.

These early conquests involved uneasy incorporations of new populations 
into Japan. For instance, although the Ainu were defined as Japanese in 1872, 
they were marked in family registries as “former native” and were excluded 
from the military until the 1890s. Korea and Taiwan, meanwhile, were subject 
to the kōminka movement—the formal administrative effort to transform 
colonized peoples into imperial subjects, an effort crucial to the mobilization 
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of soldiers and laborers for the war, but one that was dogged by the fear that 
these people could not, or would not truly become loyal Japanese.34 From the 
start, the question of what, or who, could be considered “Japanese” vexed the 
project of expansion.

Alongside its agenda of territorial expansion, Japan encouraged its citi-
zens to strike out across the globe, seeking their fortunes and acting as unof-
ficial (legally unrecognized) imperial outposts.35 Other governments, espe-
cially the US, responded with anxiety and racial animosity. This could be seen 
in the proclaimed necessity of the US’s annexation of the Hawaiian Islands, as 
well as in the many exclusionary laws aimed at stemming the “Yellow Peril.” 
Such laws were first aimed at Chinese laborers, but when Congress sought 
to restrict Japanese entry, it had to negotiate more carefully, given Japan’s 
rising geopolitical power. The resulting 1907-08 “Gentlemen’s Agreements” 
restricted the immigration of Japanese laborers but allowed entry to the wives 
and children of already settled Japanese, and to an economic class of migrants 
(students, merchants, tourists, agriculturalist) who had enough money and 
educational status that they would not become physical laborers in the US.

It was under the terms of the Gentlemen’s Agreements that Ito first 
arrived in the US, and then was able lawfully to travel outside the US and to 
return to it in 1931, 1934, 1940, and 1941. Indeed, Ito’s entry to the US—from 
the capitals of Europe rather than from Japan, and as an artist rather than 
a laborer—marks his passage as an exception to the standard narratives of 
Asian migration to the US, in which working-class migrants arrived as con-
tracted laborers, indentured to farms on the West Coast. And yet, Ito’s story 
is not so exceptional. Several thousand Japanese, including students, artists, 
merchants, and businessmen, entered under the same terms.36

Once Ito settled in the US, he was increasingly subject to the anti-Asian 
laws that proliferated during his time there. For instance, when Hazel Wright 
married Ito in 1923, the Cable Act of 1922 meant that she lost her stand-
ing and rights as a US citizen. Likewise, the 1922 Ozawa supreme court case 
confirmed that Japanese could not be considered white, and therefore, Ito 
could not hope to gain citizenship. The Immigration Act of 1924 (Johnson-
Reed), meanwhile, closed the remaining immigration loopholes provided by 
the Gentlemen’s Agreements. Throughout this period, California was a driver 
of anti-Asian policy. By the time Ito arrived in Los Angeles, in 1929, his first-
generation peers had lost the possibility of owning land, or even of entering 
into lending or cropping agreements; likewise, they had seen any possibility 
of legal protection or naturalization dismantled.
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At the same time that Ito navigated anti-Asian laws while living in the 
US, he also remained aware of—and in some respects, a beneficiary of—
Japan’s growing imperial project. In September 1931, Japan launched a full-
scale invasion of Manchuria, and established the puppet state of Manchukuo 
shortly after. In July 1937, the Second Sino-Japanese War officially began after 
the Marco Polo Bridge Incident, with the Japanese army spreading through 
inner Mongolia down to Shanghai. In 1938, Japan announced the “New Order 
in East Asia,” and in 1940, as Japan began to press into South and Southeast 
Asia, it declared the creation of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, a 
fantasy of an Asia unified economically and culturally under Japanese leader-
ship. At the peak of its territorial control, Japan claimed Korea, Taiwan, Man-
churia, much of China, Hong Kong, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, British New 
Guinea, the Philippines, Malaya, and Brunei as part of its empire, expansion 
that was carried out simultaneously through extraordinary violence and var-
ious forms of cultural suasion.

Empire, then, and its cultural fantasies of cosmopolitanism and oriental-
ism, determined many of the opportunities as well as the experiences of racial-
ization and dislocation that structured Ito’s life. While Japanese and US impe-
rialism exerted the greatest force in structuring Ito’s life, Britain and Germany’s 
imperial projects also bore upon Ito—whether as partial models for Japan’s 
nation-state building which Ito experienced in his youth, or in the founda-
tion of the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute, and again in the interruptions caused by 
World War I and Japan’s alliance with Germany in World War II. Empire was, 
in many ways, the fantasy (though immensely real) setting within which Ito had 
to play out his desires, and to perform himself into history.

On Disciplines, Diacritics, Terminology, and Translation

The problem begins with his name. Should I write Ito or Itō? And should I 
write Ito Michio, or Michio Ito? This is not simply a choice about transliter-
ation (for much of his life, English texts used “Itow”); it is instead a choice 
about disciplinary alignment, about how I ultimately see and understand my 
subject, even as I aim to maintain his elusiveness. The correct pronunciation 
of his name is with a long o, rendered as Itō in accordance with the Revised 
Hepburn system of transliteration that is standard. And in Japanese, last 
names are given first. These two points would indicate that I ought to render 
his name Itō Michio, in closest accordance with the Japanese.
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And yet, in the subtle signals that shape the boundaries of disciplines 
and tell potential readers whether they should be interested in a given topic, 
“Itō Michio” suggests not only that he was Japanese, but that this is a study 
intended only, or primarily, for readers invested in Japanese studies. It sug-
gests to readers that my subject is someone who properly “belongs” to Japan. 
The question of national belonging, and of which national histories claim 
him, is one that percolates throughout this book, and haunted him in life as 
well. Indeed, in the Japanese press, his name was often rendered in katakana, 
the Japanese syllabary used for foreign loan words and for visual emphasis—a 
sign that, even in Japan, Ito stood out. Likewise, his friends, such as Yamada 
Kōsaku, wrote of him in Japanese with his given name first—another way of 
marking him as part of a larger world. Taking these cues and considerations, 
in this book, I render his name Ito Michio (no diacritics, but with Japanese 
name order).

The question of Ito’s name is emblematic of the larger question of this 
book’s disciplinary straddling of Asian studies and Asian American studies, 
and my position that it is necessary to intertwine these fields to approach the 
historical and theoretical insights that a study of Ito can offer. The necessity 
of bringing these fields together is not just, as Takashi Fujitani writes, “that 
the civil and military leaders of the United States and Japan were much more 
cognizant of such global connections and comparabilities than are most con-
ventional historians, and acted accordingly.”37 It is also because, like Ito, many, 
many people found themselves subjected not only to one of these nation-
state empires, but to both, especially during the war and its aftermath.38 
Not only did Ito experience, and position himself in relation to, both these 
empires, he believed them to be deeply alike, and fundamentally enmeshed, 
and this belief was central to his unrelenting willful utopianism, and what fre-
quently appears to be an overt political blindness. So too, as I have sketched 
above, was Ito’s navigation of orientalism deeply imbricated in both Ameri-
can and Japanese politics. This point pertains to a related, though frequently 
disavowed, phenomenon, of the relationship between white orientalist and 
Asian American literature, as Josephine Park has explored.39

This book, then, draws from and intertwines the disciplines of both Asian 
and Asian American studies, even as it acknowledges the historic conditions 
surrounding each discipline’s distinct formation, and the ongoing usefulness 
of their separate positions.40 In doing so, and with attention to the needs of 
Ito’s story, this book situates itself within the emerging field of Global Asias. 
In her 2021 presidential address to the Association for Asian Studies, Chris-
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tine Yano advocates for a Global Asias paradigm by tracing the international 
and artistic itineraries of the hit song, “Ue o muite arukō” (known around the 
world as “Sukiyaki”). As Yano’s analysis demonstrates, Global Asias is both a 
thematic and an interpretive approach that is not only about how peoples, 
objects, performances circulate, but about the oddities, improvisations, and 
unresolved contradictions of that circulation. Global Asias is a way of think-
ing about the desires for legibility, for economic success, and for political 
efficacy that move people. As Yano writes: “Global Asias takes mobility as a 
given and asks that we look at the meanings, privileges, and conflicts given 
to movement itself.”41 Yano’s words get at the crux of why the field of Global 
Asias holds utility for this book. But in turn, I want to offer Ito’s example as a 
reminder that “mobility” and “movement” are not only metaphors, or simply 
ways of describing relocation. They are the words that literally describe Ito’s 
dancing—the work by which he was able to travel across the globe. Ito’s dances 
themselves contain and produce the “meanings, privileges, and conflicts” 
that Yano cites. We can see this in the tension between Ito’s German-derived 
method and his audience’s expectations for Japanese-derived gestures; and 
we can see this in the sense of aesthetic supremacy granted to much of Ito’s 
work because of its association with Japan. Most crucially, the body itself, in 
motion, is a site for these things. In the juxtaposition of head and torso, each 
twisting in opposite directions; in the stillness of feet while the arms dart 
wildly; in the body moving sometimes with the music and sometimes against 
it, dance was not simply the vehicle for Ito’s global circulation; it was, itself, 
constitutive of it.

If Ito, in motion, across the globe and on the stage, is paradigmatic of a 
broader phenomenon of the contingencies and contradictions of global cir-
culation, then the language that I must use to narrate his story—and, indeed, 
the language used in his own time—is also a site of shifting meanings and 
historical change. I highlight here a few of the terms that are crucial to this 
study, but whose usage requires some explanation.

Tōyō (the East/the Orient) is a term that has particular importance 
because I use it to try to make sense of how Ito negotiated Western orien-
talism, not simply as an abjectifying and objectifying ideology that he was 
subjected to, but as the English translation of a concept with which he was 
already quite familiar. It is with this key parallelism in mind that I use the 
terms “the Orient” and “oriental” in this book. But a few more words are in 
order: “The Orient” is a fantasy. It is a fantasy, tied to a putative geography, in 
service of an ideology of global hierarchies and Western, white dominance. 
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“Oriental” is not simply the adjectival form, but a grammatical application 
that assigns particular things, and particular people, to that fantasy.

The words “the Orient” and “oriental” were the dominant terms in use 
during the time Ito lived in Europe and the US; they are the terms that we 
find in writings about him, as well as in his own usage. However, when I 
use them in this study, it is not to correspond to contemporaneous usage; 
rather, it is to continually foreground the fantasy aspect of this term, and, 
crucially, Ito’s deep attraction to the concept it represents, as a “future ori-
entated” longing42—a longing that cannot be disentangled from his longing 
for tōyō, the Japanese counterpart of this fantasy. When I am not aiming to 
highlight the theatrical, libidinal fantasy formation that these terms register, 
I use “Asia”/“Asian.”

Between tōyō and “the Orient” sat Japan—or so it claimed. Ito helps to 
problematize what gets called “Japanese,” and why. In common usage, “Japa-
nese,” as an adjective describing cultural products, indicates that something 
is “from” Japan, derived from Japanese cultural traditions, or is created by 
someone who is Japanese. Implicitly in contrast to “Japanese” is “japoniste” 
(or the term with more commercial connotations, “japonaiserie”). “Japoniste” 
has been used to describe the artistic products made by artists and artisans 
in Europe and the US (and sometimes, elsewhere) that are inspired by Japan, 
but not, so the distinction goes, made by people who are Japanese. But, as 
Arata Isozaki has argued, the question of “Japan-ness,” both in Japan and 
abroad, is inextricably bound up with Japan’s awareness of itself in relation to 
an international audience.43 In this study, therefore, I often refer to Ito’s artis-
tic projects as “japoniste.” I do so for two primary reasons: (1) to flag that Ito’s 
Japan-engaged choreographies worked to produce Japan as a fantasy, in ways 
that were similar to the works of white Euro-American artists, and were also 
part of a much larger phenomenon within Japan of selling “Japan” abroad; and 
(2) to continually move away from the notion that there is some authentic 
“Japanese” essence—an idea that was very much in vogue at the time, but that 
also remains quite powerful today.

The complicated, questionable nature of Ito’s relationship to these identifica-
tory labels reminds us of the unstable nature of all of these terms, what Kandice 
Chuh has highlighted as their “internal contradiction.”44 As Chuh observes of 
the term “Asian American”: “‘Asian American,’ because it is a term in difference 
from itself—at once making a claim of achieved subjectivity and referring to 
the impossibility of that achievement—deconstructs itself, is itself deconstruc-
tion.”45 As Chuh highlights, “Asian American” was the term that community 
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members explicitly claimed to replace “Oriental.” A generation earlier, however, 
Ito had embraced “Oriental” as a way to claim his own subjectivity. As I have 
suggested, Ito is elusive, hard to pin down. But what his complicated relation-
ship to all these terms illuminates is that subjectivity, at large, is hard to pin 
down, and though it frequently appears to reside under one identificatory label 
or another, in the end, it exceeds (and eludes) them all. 46

Following Japanese language convention, when referring to Japanese peo-
ple, I generally write the last name first, except for individuals who are broadly 
well-known in English via a First Name/Last Name order. I use macrons to 
indicate Japanese long vowels, except for place names and very common Jap-
anese words that have either been absorbed into English without diacritical 
marks, or under a different spelling (e.g., Tokyo and noh, rather than Tōkyō 
and nō). Likewise, I use macrons for Japanese names of individuals who pre-
dominantly lived in Japan (but drop them for someone like Toyo Miyatake, 
whose name is given in English order, and without macrons). I give the kanji 
for Japanese names, productions, and other significant concepts in the index, 
alongside the romaji transliteration by which they appear in the main text. All 
translations are my own, unless otherwise indicated. However, an immense 
thanks is due to Kushida Kiyomi, Asako Katsura, and Andrew Leong, whose 
suggestions, edits, and general support have been so valuable to me.

The Pageant of Chapters

Ito transformed himself in relationship to each place he resided, with a 
responsiveness to local conditions that enabled him to nearly always perform 
some version of what his audiences desired. The term of his assimilation to 
each place, however, was always his exceptionalism (artistic, racial, national), 
and thus he was also always performing for himself, constituting himself in 
accordance with his own desires. Place was an organizing category of Ito’s life, 
and so it is of this book; each chapter covers one locale, and proceeds more or 
less according to the chronology of his movement from one place to another. 
An exception is chapter 5, which covers the same period as chapter 4, but 
in focusing on Ito’s trips abroad, pulls out additional thematics and employs 
different methodologies.

Chapter 1 addresses Ito’s two years in Germany to consider how both 
the fabricated and the “real” can serve as a kind of fantasy. I propose that 
the stories Ito told about this period are documents of the desires Ito held 
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for himself—to be recognized as a modernist artist, a cosmopolitan, and as 
a Japanese subject connected to other Asian people. Alongside these narra-
tives, Ito’s actual experience at the Jaques Dalcroze Institute for Eurythmics in 
Hellerau, Germany, was a kind of realized fantasy. At Hellerau, Ito learned the 
eurythmic technique that formed the basis of his dance method; I discuss its 
influence, both choreographically and ideologically, and offer a description of 
Ito’s technique. The Dalcroze Institute is also where Ito learned to “perform 
Japanese” as a strategy of simultaneous singularity and representativeness. In 
his first months at the school, Ito experienced an isolation that I call “racial 
arrhythmia,” a sense of being out of time and place that I liken to the “arrhyth-
mia” that the school’s method was supposed to resolve in its students, and, 
theoretically, in all of German society. Ito found that the resolution to his 
racial arrhythmia was to join the school’s international community as one of 
its constitutive elements. This performance of Japaneseness, as the predicate 
of difference, but also inclusion, helped establish his mode of cosmopolitan-
ism thereafter.

Chapter 2 contends that the quality of compressed, internalized energy 
that is a hallmark of Ito’s choreography emerged from his engagement with 
two artistic movements during his time in London (1914–1916): the Japanese 
dance poem movement, and London-based vorticism. Ito’s relationship to 
the dance poem movement, begun by his two close friends, Yamada Kōsaku 
and Ishii Baku, has been almost entirely overlooked. I argue that Ito under-
stood many of his experiments in England, and his own developing aesthetic, 
as part of Japan’s developing modern dance movement, even as he remained 
abroad. I then highlight Ito’s relationship with Ezra Pound, to suggest that Ito 
sought to assert dance as the foremost vorticist medium (and thus, himself as 
a key theorist and practitioner of vorticism). In the chapter’s last section, two 
photographs taken by Alvin Langdon Coburn—one of Ito in a female-type 
noh kimono, and the other in his Hawk’s costume for At the Hawk’s Well—
serve as provocations to fantasize about how Ito created a space for his own 
desires, and constructed a persona that reflected them, even as he was always 
a compelling object of desire for those around him.

In New York, the site of chapter 3, Ito choreographed the bulk of his solo 
repertoire, developed his teaching practice, and established himself as a gen-
eral promoter of modern dance. I understand Ito’s activities in the late teens 
and 1920s through the framework of the japoniste collection, an interpretive 
lens in which desire—the collection’s motivating affect—emerges as a key 
analytic. In New York, Ito engaged with Japanese performance forms, other 
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Japanese artists, and even the small local Japanese immigrant community in 
ways that should be understood as “japoniste”—creative engagements that 
drew power from the widespread notion of Japan’s aesthetic universalism. 
This framework gave Ito’s work an artistic sheen even when he worked in 
other genres or the commercial theater (such as his 1922 Broadway revue, 
Pinwheel Revel). As a corollary to his japoniste activities, Ito was interpellated 
into the genre of “oriental dance,” which, I argue, both was a site of abjec-
tion and, in its resonances with Japan’s own orientalist paradigm of tōyō, also 
affirmed his position as an imperial subject. Ito’s embrace of both japoniste 
and orientalist dances entailed a slippage that later in his career reappeared as 
a commitment to the ideology of Pan-Asianism. I close with a consideration 
of the desire of the fetish; a photograph by Nickolas Muray and Ito’s own nar-
rative of his relationship with the dancer Vaslav Nijinsky prompt a reading of 
Ito as the desired object who collects desires in turn.

When Ito moved in 1929 to Los Angeles, he entered a region intent on 
growing its cultural reputation—and one that had a substantial Japanese 
population. Working with Nisei (second-generation) dancers, Ito gave spe-
cial lessons and included them in his large-scale dance symphonies. These 
activities were part of Ito’s involvement in the broader community arts move-
ment, whereby he asserted dance, and local Japanese, as significant to the 
formation of local political community. If Ito’s efforts at danced integration 
cohered with goals held by both local white progressives and some of the 
Issei elite, it is harder to know what these opportunities meant for his young 
dancers, who were captured in a photograph by Toyo Miyatake.  I wonder 
about the possibilities that Ito’s dances might have held for these Nisei, for 
whom the promises of citizenship and belonging were to dissolve within the 
decade. Likewise, Ito’s own example complicated the idea of integration; the 
concept of kokutai, or national body, suggests how both American and Japa-
nese assimilative projects hinged on absorbing foreign-marked Others—who 
could then appear to threaten the nation, as Ito and his students would be 
charged with only a few years later.

Chapter 5 examines the four trips out of the US that Ito took during his 
time in California: to Japan in 1931, to Mexico in 1934, again to Japan from 
November 1939 to the summer of 1940, and once more over the winter of 
1940–41. By focusing on Ito’s reception in each place, I consider how Ito’s 
audiences interpellated him as a figure for their own fantasies of national 
embodiment. Employing Eiichiro Azuma’s concept of Japan’s borderless 
empire, I argue that across these trips, Ito suggested that Japan’s imperial 
expansion could be a corporeal phenomenon, accomplished through his cos-
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mopolitan career and choreographic embodiment of other racial-national 
forms. In each site, Ito’s masculinity became a site for discursive contestation, 
as reviewers saw in him an embodiment of what a nation such as Japan could 
achieve—or conversely, how it might be threatened from within.

Chapter 6 takes Ito’s wartime writings as the basis for considering his 
turn to the ideology of Pan-Asianism—and as an opportunity to entangle the 
disciplines of Asian American and Asian studies, toward the field of Global 
Asias. I maintain that moving between Ito’s experience of internment and his 
participation in Japan’s imperial effort requires an integrated historiography. I 
offer an account of Ito’s FBI file and the purported reasons for his internment, 
and a discussion of his wartime notebooks’ brief glimpses into his life in the 
internment camps. After repatriation, Ito spent the war’s final two years 
under the desperate conditions of Japan’s total war mobilization. Under these 
circumstances, Ito drew up—and submitted to government officials—plans 
for a massive Pan-Asian performance organization, the Greater East Asia 
Stage Arts Research Institute, among which are proposals for a mass festival 
pageant to be staged in the Philippines. I read these documents as evidence of 
Ito’s persistent fantasy of an artistic cosmopolitanism. These documents also 
occasion a demonstration of the methodology of fantasy: the Philippines fes-
tival pageant never took place; but its unrealized status allows us to recognize 
unacknowledged themes that were central to his career (such as the pageant), 
and to reconsider what counts in his choreographic oeuvre.

Chapter 7 covers the Allied Occupation of Japan and Ito’s postwar activ-
ities to show how Ito remade his own career by offering dance as a practice 
by which war-weary Japanese could remake themselves in this tumultuous 
period. Ito’s work of corporeal rejuvenation was particularly aimed at Japa-
nese young women—at the major entertainment venue for Allied troops, the 
Ernie Pyle Theatre, in Japanese women’s magazines, and in courses offered 
for aspiring models. The tension inherent in the Allied Occupation lies in the 
tantalizing, but always somewhat illusory promises of democracy, subject-
hood, and freedom that the Americans appeared to offer, and that so many 
Japanese, in many different ways, pursued. That these are yet another set of 
fantasies makes clear the peculiar form of performance that Ito had to teach 
his students: in the Occupation, he, and they, not only sought to remake them-
selves, but had to do so as a performance, for Occupation authorities and the 
world at large. Thus Ito’s lessons during this period all involve instruction in 
self-consciousness, as a performance strategy that does not resist or subvert 
the gaze of others, but responsively produces oneself as part of—but never 
completely coterminous with, others’ desires.
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Chapter One

Japanese Exemplarity and Exceptionalism

Germany, 1912–1914

Michio is inseparable from his dreams.

So writes the composer Yamada Kōsaku in his foreword to A Classroom for 
Beauty (Utsukushiku naru kyōshitsu, 1956), one of Ito’s postwar autobiogra-
phies.1 Yamada was both a friend and mentor (sempai) to Ito. He was the central 
figure of Ito’s first six months in Europe, keeping an eye on him in Berlin, intro-
ducing him to other artists, and ultimately leading him to the Jaques-Dalcroze 
Institute in Hellerau. So it’s a bit curious that Yamada doesn’t appear at all in Ito’s 
recollections of his time in Germany, not even in the book for which Ito asked 
his friend to write the foreword. In Ito’s narrative, he instead goes to Paris, and 
then to Egypt, befriending famous French modernists and an inspiring Egyptian 
teacher. And yet, Yamada doesn’t seem offended by this erasure. Like so many of 
Ito’s students and friends, and the scholars who have engaged his life, Yamada is 
captivated, a willing audience for his charismatic friend and the stories he told.

Michio and his dreams—his fantasies, as I call them—are key to under-
standing his career. We need Ito’s fantasies to understand not just the con-
crete things that happened, but to understand the desires and engagements 
that allowed him to fashion a sustained sense of self, and to withstand the 
ruptures and dislocations of his career. In this chapter, I attend to his experi-
ence at the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute for Eurythmics in Hellerau, Germany. 
The Jaques-Dalcroze Institute was the formative site of Ito’s choreographic 
training and exposure to the ideology of modern dance. It was also where he 
learned to “perform Japanese”—to present himself as an embodied instan-
tiation of what European (and later, US) audiences already esteemed about 
Japan. Before we get to Hellerau, though, I want to spend time with some 
of Ito’s stories, the ones that he claimed filled the period before he arrived 
at the Institute, because these anecdotes reveal Ito’s fundamental desire to 
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cast himself as a cosmopolitan artist. In these narratives, Ito figures himself 
as the protagonist of a voyage imaginaire, constructing, through this orien-
talist literary itinerary, a sense of himself as not just Japanese, but “Oriental,” 
and as not simply a student of modernism, but as a self-making artist. In his 
memoirs, by the time he arrives at Hellerau, he has begun to understand the 
singular path he will need to take in order to make a name for himself.

At the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute, Ito recognized the necessity of a per-
formance of Japaneseness—a performance that was, certainly, responsive to 
the orientalist expectations projected on him, but that also reflected his own 
desires. And in this performance, Ito began to perfect an oscillation between 
Japanese as exemplary and Japanese as exceptional. Because he came from 
Japan, Ito was understood as representative of it—as well as of “the Orient” at 
large. This exemplarity is what enabled him to integrate into Hellerau’s inter-
national community. At the same time, his ability even to arrive at Hellerau, 
to move freely and expansively (across the globe or the stage), was a sign of 
his exceptionalism, and in this, his Japaneseness also served as the sign of 
his fundamental uniqueness. Hovering between these two significations, Ito 
cultivated “Japaneseness” as a fantasy by which he might be known.

Ito’s narration of this period, both in his wholly invented anecdotes and 
in his recounted stories, should be taken less as records of his experience in 
Europe, than as traces of his own fantasy of what his time there meant. In this 
we might follow Shane Vogel, building on Thomas Postlewait, who proposes 
that we read performer autobiographies such as Ito’s as “instances of perfor-
mance theory” rather than as “document[s] of performance history.”2 In their 
imaginative flights of fancy and wry commentary, Ito’s memoirs offer insights 
into how he wanted to be read; they theorize how he might be understood. 
His memoirs also present a performance within a performance: in these writ-
ings he recounts stories of his earlier performances as a cosmopolitan Jap-
anese artist; but the very narrative act carried out in this writing is another 
kind of performance, and the virtuosity of this second, narrative performance 
must be recognized as the accrued prowess that he built up through those 
earlier, more youthful performances—whether “real” or “imagined.”

Voyages of the Imagination

Ito’s ship docked in Marseille on December 23, 1912. According to his postwar 
memoirs, here’s what happened next:
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“I deliberately set my eyes on Paris. There, I found dazzling brilliance, but 
with my youthful understanding, I could make no response.”3 Immediately 
upon his arrival, Ito forms friendships with a catalog of notable modernists. 
He spends hours with Auguste Rodin, Claude Debussy, and Anatole France, 
listening to them debate the meaning of art. In these conversations, he depicts 
himself as uncomprehending, his French too poor to grasp their debates. But 
“having gained the opportunity, I continued my visits, yearning for the key to 
explain my quiet anguish.”4 He explains that he is innately drawn to the same 
questions as the artists whom he claims as his peers: “What is art? What is 
beauty?”5 In Ito’s account, a shared aesthetic impulse, more powerful than 
linguistic barriers, asserts the connection of artistic kinship and marks Ito as 
present in the history of modernism.

But he is not satisfied by these theoretical discussions. Isolated by lin-
guistic barriers and yearning for a more direct impulse, Ito spends days wan-
dering the halls of the Louvre. He is drawn again and again to the Egyptian 
Room:

Even at the time I could not have clearly explained what in this room, what of 
Ancient Egypt grabbed me in this way. But I had the sense that here, truly, the 
enigma of art was hidden.

Spread across unrestrained picture scrolls were [images of ] the first of 
mankind to establish the city-state, with a religion of nature worship as its 
underlying basis. I felt in every point it was the inverse of Paris’s maelstrom 
of modern sensation.6

Egyptian art and artifacts, calling to Ito from an ancient world, seem to hold 
the answers that hours of debate could not penetrate. Ito invokes a sense of 
directness, of naturalness, of artistic freedom that he opposes to the confine-
ment of Paris’s swirling urban modernity. But the museum is not enough, for 
it is, itself, a dampened, restrained version of what Ito seeks. And so, yearning 
for the immediacy of personal, physical encounter, he goes to Egypt.

The dusty road leading from Alexandria to Cairo is filled with camels and 
donkeys carrying luggage, weary under the blazing sun. Ito wanders along 
with the crowd and makes his way to an oasis.7 Under the shade of a tree, 
he discovers an old man teaching a group of rapt children about astronomy:

Then, suddenly, this old man whom I had by chance come face to face with 
there in the middle of the road, he determined the course of my life.
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The old man was called Abdellah Hassan. After meeting him, I stayed 
in Egypt for half a year, educated by the man’s fluent French. Whenever he 
was struck with an idea, regardless of time and place, he would speak about 
the stars and the universe, discussing philosophy and art. He was also well-
versed in modern literature, and explained his theories with numerous [liter-
ary] examples. . . . Abdellah Hassan was a person whom I could never forget, 
because he opened my eyes to art.8

Another version of the story, recited in a lecture Ito gave at Tokyo Christian 
Women’s University in 1955, provides more details about this unexpected and 
consequential education:

When the old man discovered that I was a student with an interest in the per-
forming arts and dance, he began to draw examples from Maeterlinck, for he 
was the man of the moment. . . . [Hassan] was the one who gave me the desire 
to become a dancer. The performing arts are expressed by human movement, 
and what counts is balance. The old man told me, “A fifty-fifty balance is ordi-
nary and tedious. The ratio of the center to the periphery must always be in 
flux. If one hundred is perfection, balance can be achieved at 70:30, 40:60, 
99:1. Our mistake is that we always place ourselves in the center. This is why 
we can’t keep our balance. When you stand teetering at the edge of something 
you can remain balanced. . . .” His point was that we must catch the center of a 
movement. From a technical point of view, no matter how freely we perform, 
we never fall if we find our center.9

Under the old man’s tutelage, Ito gains the knowledge he has sought—an enig-
matic but lyrical statement of the body in balance. This wisdom, of course, is 
both choreographic and philosophical: the body finds its balance by holding 
itself in tension, by perching on the precipice of a fall; so too, an individual 
who locates himself on the edge, rather than at the center of a social world, 
will maintain his perch, and his suspension.

After six months, having run out of the funds supplied by his father, Ito 
returns to Berlin, and with his brother-in-law’s support, goes to Leipzig to 
study with a woman named Margaret Lehmann,10 and thence, to Hellerau. 
But for Ito, the sojourn in Egypt points the way for his artistic career: “The 
problems that, in Paris, had made me fall into such agony, I had at last gained 
an understanding of here [in Egypt.]”11

Ito began to tell these stories while in New York, but it is in Tokyo, during 
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the period of the Allied Occupation, that he writes them in detail, and has 
them published, in Japanese, for a Japanese audience. These are performances, 
then—as all autobiography is12—that produce for his readers an “Ito” specifi-
cally drawn as a cosmopolitan figure. As will be further discussed in chapter 
7, in the aftermath of war, imperialism, and a pervasive ideology of national 
loyalty and sacrifice, Ito understood that his postwar Japanese readers were 
eager—if anxious and ill-equipped—to re-engage with the world outside 
Japan and to position themselves as ready for a new kind of internationalism. 
Ito’s performance of cosmopolitanism in his memoirs was particularly geared 
to meet this moment, but it was also an identity he embraced, and aspired to, 
from the early moments of his career.

The fantasies that Ito offers as the early stories from his time in Europe are 
crucial, then, precisely because as fantasies, they tell us how Ito most wanted 
to be seen, and what being cosmopolitan meant to him. The very fact that Ito 
expands his geographic experience to include Paris and Alexandria coheres 
with a basic precept of cosmopolitanism: the ability to travel anywhere in the 
world and to be warmly received. Moreover, his particular choice of Paris 
rather than Berlin places him at the perceived center of artistic innovation 
and modernism. Ito surrounds himself with recognized luminaries—but they 
are not the figures of early twentieth-century Parisian modernism, such as 
Gertrude Stein, Pablo Picasso, and Henri Matisse, who were Ito’s contempo-
raries and who were all in Paris at this time. Instead, Ito places himself among 
Anatole France, Auguste Rodin, and Claude Debussy, artists of the prior gen-
eration, whose importance to the development of modernism was, in effect, 
already acknowledged, and whose reputations, therefore, had already begun 
to be recast as conservative. In situating his education among these older 
modernists (all of whom died within a decade of when these conversations 
supposedly took place), Ito positions himself, both geographically and rela-
tionally, as their heir. Moreover, in this rather atypical slip, where he aligns 
himself with the “wrong” generation, he also composes an unintentional 
reproduction of the discourse of “oriental” belatedness, to which I will return.

While Ito duly places himself in Paris, he also asserts that Paris cannot 
hold the answers to his artistic quest; only Egypt—that is, the Orient—can 
provide the education he seeks. Ito’s trip to Egypt, then, is a fantasy in two 
senses: it is fabricated, and it narratologically executes the fantasy genre of 
the “oriental” travelogue—modes that are, in this case, inextricable from 
each other. By the time of Ito’s supposed trip, and then his setting it down in 
writing decades later, the genre of the “oriental” travelogue was well estab-
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lished in both European and Japanese literary practice. As Susanna Fessler 
and Joshua Fogel have explained, the Japanese travelogue (kikōbun) differs 
from the European genre in that while the latter is usually a kind of adventure 
story, and a record of encounters with the unknown and alien, the former 
prioritizes travel to the same spots as those who came before.13 The Japanese 
travelogue thus installs the writer within a poetic lineage of the utamakura 
(famous spot), where she can see and experience what she has already read 
about, and, in subsequently writing about it, feel herself to be part of the loca-
tion’s tradition of poetic inspiration. Ito’s narrative conjoins these two forms. 
Like the kikōbun, his account feels familiar because it reproduces the classic 
details of the orientalist scene: the dusty road, the oasis, the ancient sage. 
Indeed, the very contrast that Egypt offers—immediacy of understanding 
rather than hours of unresolved discussion in Paris—was a common oriental-
ist trope, especially connected to contemporary theories of the hieroglyph.14 
But at the same time, Ito’s narrative follows the European model, in that this is 
a solitary voyage of (self-)discovery, where he accesses knowledge and insight 
unavailable to others. Crucial to Ito’s reworking of these genres is the fantasy 
status of “the Orient” itself. The utamakura in his text come not from actual 
geographic sites, but rather from his familiarity with the florid descriptions of 
literary fiction or the sensual scenes laid out in oil paint. These are details that 
are familiar because of the repeated allure of the Orient, as a setting for unin-
hibited exploration and self-invention. We might even say that Ito’s invented 
account could take place only in the Orient, itself an imagined geography.

Ito’s trip to Egypt, then, demonstrates his total fluency with the tropes 
of orientalism. But, while embracing generic conventions, Ito also suggests 
that his experience of Egypt is specifically Japanese, that is (and this is an 
intentional slippage), “Oriental.” We see this when Ito understands Abdellah 
Hassan’s French, while he failed to comprehend that of Debussy and Rodin. 
Successful communication is thereby rendered less a matter of shared lin-
guistic knowledge, than of affinity. We see this again when they discuss 
Maeterlinck, the Belgian dramatist whom Ito had studied in Japan. Hassan’s 
teaching is not detached from Europe, but instead, European art appears to 
serve as a shared reference point for two “Orientals” who can then plumb 
greater depths of knowledge than might be available in Europe. The “East-
East” contours of this fantasy are crucial. As Joshua Fogel writes of Japanese 
literary accounts of travel to China, “Whereas Western travelers would 
have assumed they would find an alien culture and people in China, per-
haps impenetrable to the Western mind—‘inscrutable’—Japanese travelers 
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presumed an uncomplicated capacity to comprehend.”15 Japan’s relation-
ship with China, of course, stretched back centuries, and, as Fogel notes, 
“understanding China,” whether in a positive or negative valence, was cru-
cial to Japan’s conception of itself. Egypt, by contrast, was far less familiar, 
and almost paradigmatic as a site of orientalist projection. But we see in 
Ito’s narrative the positioning that Fogel observes in Japanese travelogues 
to China—a presumption of access and comprehension, and an insistence 
on a shared identity (whether essential or interpellated) that became key to 
Ito’s construction of his own Japanese persona.

If Ito’s trip to Egypt embraces the narrative conventions of the “oriental” 
travelogue, in which the fantasy of the Orient serves as a projection screen 
for a particular construction of the self, this trip was also a fantasy in the 
more mundane sense of the word. The genre of the imaginary voyage, or voy-
age imaginaire, had a close relationship with the fantasy epistemology of the 
Orient. Lisa Lowe has traced how the literary voyage imaginaire cast the Ori-
ent as always, fundamentally, elsewhere, but in that elsewhere, it also always 
stood as the eternally tantalizing site of colonial desire.16 We cannot dismiss 
the colonialist aspects in Ito’s own desire for an “oriental” encounter. As I 
traced in the introduction and will further explore in chapter 3, Ito was fasci-
nated by the theatricality of Western stage orientalism, and was also steeped 
in Japan’s own discourse of imperial orientalism, tōyō. Ito’s imagined ability to 
travel to Egypt, to receive a warm welcome, and to enjoy deep understand-
ing with Hassan, then, are all marks of the assumption of access—bodily and 
otherwise—that underlies colonialist orientalism. Indeed, as Rana Kabbani 
shows, the colonialist thrust of the orientalist imaginary voyage is found not 
only in the act of fantasizing the voyage, but in the act of writing it down: 
“The onlooker is admitted into the Orient by visual seduction [. . .] and armed 
with language—he narrates the encounter in a reflective, post-facto narrative; 
he creates the Orient. [. . .] The Orient, then, [. . .] is the seraglio of the imag-
ination disclosing itself.”17

Ito’s Orient, like everyone else’s, is a reflection of his own imagination and 
desires, even if his fantasy does not have the seraglio’s sexual overtones that 
were so typical of the genre. Or does it? It’s worth observing that Ito’s voyage 
imaginaire to Egypt is also where he erases the presence of his friend, Yamada 
Kōsaku. Yamada was the friend and mentor who acclimated Ito to Germany, 
acquainted him with other artists there, made sure Ito focused on his studies, 
and in fact introduced him to the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute—which is to say, 
Yamada was the key to Ito’s artistic education and awakening. This is a curi-
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ous surrogation, then, at once suggesting a repressive closeting, as well as, at 
the very least, a performative insistence on ipseity. Hassan, an untraceable 
and generic—but importantly, “oriental”—figure, allows Ito to emerge as the 
unique, but also exemplary, Japanese artist, who can take the wisdom of the 
Orient and manifest it through his own artistic genius and Western modern-
ist forms.

Written, as this anecdote is, many decades later, it is also interesting that 
Ito does not include a scene of himself learning any traditional Egyptian 
dance forms. Such ethnographic training “from the locals” was, after all, a pri-
mary source of authentication and publicity touted by early modern dancers 
(most especially Ruth St. Denis) to authenticate their “oriental dance” reper-
toires. Given that Ito had developed a substantial “oriental dance” repertoire, 
and indeed, so many of his later large-scale productions and proposals were 
grounded in this kind of “folk research,” his disinterest in writing a scene of 
imagined choreographic transmission here is notable. The Orient, it seems, 
is not a site of technical training, but rather, one of personal development, 
self-making, and deep, artistic insight. For Ito, then, the Orient is a place 
where he imagines inter-Asian affiliation and understanding, but it is also the 
place where he stands alone, and alone becomes the representative of Asia to 
Europe and the US.

Ito embellished and proliferated the narratives of his travels to Paris and 
to Egypt. These accounts appear in America and Japan (1946), the lecture 
“Reminiscences” (Omoide wo kataru) (1955), and A Classroom for Beauty 
(1956). But in this last publication, which contains the most comprehensive 
account of his experiences in Paris and Egypt, Ito titles that chapter “Fantasy 
of Egypt” (egyputo he no gensō), a title printed at the bottom of every single 
page of that section. Within the text, Ito makes no mention of the fabricated 
status of his account. Instead, the story is rich in detail, and, as he does with all 
his other reminiscences throughout the book, he draws meaningful lessons 
from the experience, and attributes his particular artistic perspective to his 
encounters. In some ways, then, the fact of fantasy is marginal to the story Ito 
is trying to tell, even as it is boldly announced, on every page and in the table 
of contents. This is an apt figuration for how we might understand the role 
of fantasy in Ito’s life. Fantasy offered Ito the pleasure of producing a vision 
of himself that had room for his own desires; it was a way of making up for 
his own sense of absence, even as it was also a way of gestating projects, and 
his own sense of self, into being. And fantasy, proclaimed at the beginning 
and around the edge of the page, is also an apt way to describe my approach 
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to this book’s reconstruction and accounting of Ito’s career. Amid substantial 
archival evidence and a narrative that might, at times, seem nearly complete, 
I highlight how much I still do not know, and linger on these absences as 
fields of interpretive possibilities. Fantasy is what we, as readers, spectators, 
historians, and theorists, must do to catch glimpses of Ito. To call this work 
fantasy is not to dismiss its capacity to reveal something akin to truth; nor is 
it to dismiss the pleasure of a good story.

Ito’s Method and Dalcrozian Foundations

If Ito’s first six months in Europe occasioned postwar narrative flights of fan-
tasy, the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute at Hellerau was the fantasy. It was a space 
of artistic training and creativity, a space of modernist invention to quell the 
ills of modernity. It was a place where the body was celebrated as the foun-
dational source of rhythm, of musicality, of movement, and of expressive 
freedom. It was a site where national identity interwove with international 
projects, so that cosmopolitanism as both an ideal and a sort of lived reality 
permeated the halls. The Jaques-Dalcroze Institute at Hellerau was the fan-
tasy, and for one magical year, Ito belonged.

The Dalcroze eurythmic method served as the basis for Ito’s choreogra-
phy throughout his career and for the development of his own dance tech-
nique.18 The most significant echoes can be seen in his two series of poses 
that resemble Jaques-Dalcroze’s sequence of twenty poses, and in Ito’s use of 
embodiment exercises in which the body beats out multiple rhythms at once. 
The parallels between eurythmics and Ito’s technique are not limited to the 
formal, however, for at Hellerau, Ito also absorbed the ideologies that under-
lay the method, and these also became central to his own artistic philosophy.

The Swiss composer Émile Jaques-Dalcroze originally developed the 
eurythmic method at the turn of the century as a technique for music students. 
Rather than experiencing music as an external, intellectual phenomenon, 
Jaques-Dalcroze developed a series of physical exercises that would enable 
students to internalize the music, perceiving it in and through their body. As 
Julia Walker has recently highlighted, Jaques-Dalcroze developed his method 
drawing on his education at the Paris Conservatoire in the 1880s, his work 
playing improvisatory piano at the famed Chat Noir cabaret in Montmartre, 
and most crucially, from a year spent in Algiers in 1886–1887—a sojourn that 
perhaps inspired Ito’s own “voyage” to Egypt.19 Working as an assistant con-
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ductor and chorus master at the Théâtre des Nouveautés, Jaques-Dalcroze 
was in Algiers as part of France’s colonial apparatus. While his job was to 
entertain the bureaucrats with Western music, as Walker traces, Jaques-
Dalcroze had many opportunities to encounter Arab music, with its rhythmic 
variations, expansive scale, and the philosophical principal of a cosmological 
musical unity. This principal, wherein the body’s expression of the music was 
understood as a manifestation of a co-extensive spiritual unity, can be seen 
in a similar set of beliefs grounding Jaques-Dalcroze’s method and his Insti-
tute. Differently articulated, a similar idea would be foundational to Ito’s own 
artistic ethos.

At the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute, students learned not only a technique of 
musical embodiment, but also a conception of the body as an organic whole. 
Central to the method’s premise was the idea that eurythmic training would 
enable students to have perfect control over their bodies; with their minds 
precisely attuned to each limb, students could approach their creative work 
as self-possessed individuals. Students enrolled at the Institute took classes 
in rhythmic gymnastics, solfège, and improvisation, and additional ones in 
dance, gymnastics, and anatomy. They were encouraged to develop different 
ways for their body to express music, as Selma Odom explains:

He [Jaques-Dalcroze] would play, and after listening carefully, the students 
would immediately repeat what they heard in movement, matching their 
steps to the duration and sequence of notes they perceived. Sometimes they 
would “echo” the pattern, moving in silence, immediately following the exam-
ple played, or they would move in canon, making one pattern while listening 
to the music for the next one. Often exercises involved singing as well as 
listening and moving, so that patterns and whole phrases might be stepped 
together, the students becoming the source of both sound and movement.20

The increasingly complex exercises produced in the students greater bodily 
control and—it was argued—internal harmonization.

While Emile Jacques-Dalcroze had originally envisioned his method as a 
music education system, the technique, combined with its principle of corpo-
real restoration, was quickly embraced as an approach to dancing-making that 
drew students from across Europe and beyond. In the method, the exercises 
in rhythm were structured by a series of twenty positions. These positions 
gave the bodily shapes that students could move through as they explored 
and built their rhythmic capabilities. By moving through these positions in 
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varied orders, tempos, and dynamics, students could interpret the music and 
improvise to it in unlimited ways. These twenty poses, like musical scales or a 
corporeal alphabet, were the building blocks with which students endeavored 
to embody the music, and ultimately, to choreograph original dances.

The Dalcrozian method formed the foundation for Ito’s own dance tech-
nique. Recalling the Jaques-Dalcroze series of twenty poses, Ito’s method 
relied on a sequence of ten arm poses, which could be performed in either an 
A or B mode, for a total of twenty positions. For example, in the B sequence, 
(1) the arms first raise overhead, slightly bent at the elbow; (2) then float down 
to the sides of the body; (3) next the palms are lifted to hip height; and (4) 
then up to the heart, with the backs of the fingers nearly touching; (5) next 
the palms flip forward and push the arms slightly open and forward; (6) then 
with a slight pull back the arms fully straighten in front of the body at shoul-
der height; (7) then they return to the chest, crossing at the wrists; (8) then 
the arms open a bit and the hands rest, nearly horizontal, in front of the 
mouth; (9) next the palms flip open and pull out to either side of the head; 
(10) then the elbows push forward and the forearms form parallel lines in 
front of the face; the arms return to the raised position overhead, and then 
again to rest at the body’s sides.21 Ito at times called these modes “masculine” 
and “feminine,” with the B/feminine positions having a softer feel. However, 
these categories were not indicative of performer or character; all students 
had to master both, and exercises and choreography freely moved between 
the two. The poses could be ordered in any number of combinations, and 
transitioning from one position to the next created a fluid, complex choreog-
raphy. As Mary-Jean Cowell comments, “While individual positions have a 
two-dimensional design quality, the path of the feet changes direction as the 
torso twists. Consequently, both the basic gestures and the entire sequence 
achieve more three dimensionality, the figure interacting with the surround-
ing space.”22

Just as important as the positions themselves was the technique’s breath-
work and the concept of the “one-arm lead.” In most of Ito’s dances, rather 
than the body going through a sequence of the postures symmetrically, one 
arm (or side of the body) leads, moving through the positions; the other 
arm follows later, or carries out a different, supporting sequence. Dana Tai 
Soon Burgess, who takes Ito as a kind of historic mentor, and who learned 
the method from a mix of Ito’s Japanese and Japanese American students, 
explains: “So much is about how to breathe life into the form. There is a nat-
ural rise and a fall, and a generosity in the way the body brings in energy and 
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sends it away. [. . .] The one-arm lead keeps the dances fresh because it takes 
you seamlessly through the entire piece. If you know the imagery intention 
of the dance and where to breathe in the choreography, then you know how 
the postures are linked together.”23 Two photographs show this concept in 
motion: one, by Arnold Gente, taken in 1921, shows Ito in a field dancing. His 
left arm, stretched forward and overhead, leads his body, while his right arm 
is also raised, but bent at the elbow behind his head, which helps sharpen 
the overall shape of the body in motion. The second is of Sarah Halzack, a 
dancer in Dana Tai Soon Burgess’s company, performing Ave Maria, which 
was Ito’s examination piece at the Dalcroze Institute and so registers a par-
ticularly close connection between Ito’s technique and the Dalcroze method. 
Halzack is in a low lunge, left leg forward, and her torso tilts forward to form 
a descending line with her back leg. Her left arm is raised, slightly bent at 
the elbow to arch over her head with the palm facing up. Here, it is her right 
arm that leads, as it stretches out and gently downward, pulling the body for-
ward. The taut balance of Halzack’s limbs create planar juxtapositions of the 
body in space. The one-arm lead takes the dancer through the dance, so that 
rather than the choreography feeling like a sequence of frozen positions, it is 
a dynamic flow of breath and motion.

As in his Dalcrozian training, Ito’s students trained by moving through 
the poses in rhythmic across-the-floor exercises. A masterclass in the Ito 
method, taught by Satoru Shimazaki in 1980 and recorded on film, demon-
strates the approach:24 students traverse back and forth across the studio, 
walking in time to the music, while their arms move through a sequence of 
the basic arm positions. In the next round, the arms move in canon, with the 
right arm one or two positions ahead of the left. The legs then follow another 
sequence, with lunges, transfers between plié and relevé, and half-turns, 
while the arms continue their paths through the air. As dancer and chore-
ographer Pauline Koner explained in an interview in 1975, “He developed a 
whole context technically of arm shapes and arm movements, and he was a 
very fine musician, and transferred it to multiple rhythms in the legs and the 
arms. . . . He had ten positions with variations and [. . .] doing them in ways 
where you didn’t do both arms together but they were rather like a canon, 
one would follow another so the variations were infinite that he could achieve 
in that way.”25 Having his students move back and forth across the floor, Ito 
required them to attend to the basic activity of walking as key to any form of 
rhythmic expression. From this foundation, additional movements could be 
understood as complications or embellishments of rhythm.



Fig. 3. Ito Michio by Arnold Gente, 1921, courtesy Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division.
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The foundational practice of walking was a part of Ito’s technique from 
the beginning. Beatrice Seckler, who studied with Ito in New York in the early 
1920s, recalled, “And I remember one thing that was difficult. You walked 
very straight with one foot in front of the other and not turned out at all. 
And the balance was interesting. You had to get your balance.”26 Carrie Pres-
ton, informed by conversation with Ito’s student Ryūtani Kyoko (and her stu-
dent, Komine Kumiko) in Japan, suggests that this mode of walking was also 
influenced by Ito’s brief teenage training in nihon buyō. In Ryūtani’s postwar 
study with Ito, she identified his walking with suriashi, a technique of moving 
across the floor with a smooth sliding of the feet and the torso kept level that 
is common to many Japanese movement practices.27 By the time Ito arrived 
at Hellerau, his body was certainly already habituated to particular Japanese 

Fig. 4. Sarah Halzack performs Ave Maria (Itō, 1914). Photo by Jeff Watts, courtesy 
of Dana Tai Soon Burgess Dance Company.
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corporeal practices, such as suriashi. The general fascination with Japan that 
he encountered in Germany and then England must have encouraged him to 
embrace these bodily habits, rather than attempting to erase them, as often 
happens when students learn a new movement form.

Working with a body stamped with early Japanese dance experiences and 
habits of bodily comportment, Ito developed his take on the Dalcroze method 
by foregrounding a series of stationary poses that were then recombined 
in sequences that required dancers to carry different rhythms in different 
parts of their bodies. Unlike other Dalcroze students, such as Mary Wigman, 
whose approach to dance moved away from what she had learned at Hellerau, 
Ito remained devoted to his education there. Most notable, in fact, was his 
persistent belief in the importance of music in dance. While many modern 
dancers (spearheaded by Wigman) soon renounced musical accompaniment, 
preferring to present dance as a self-sufficient artistic medium, for Ito, music 
was a necessity. As he commented in 1927, “When I dance, the music does 
not accompany me—we become as one. Sometimes the instrument has the 
melody, sometimes I have it, and sometimes the melodies are intertwined.”28 
Across his career, music allowed Ito to realize the body’s expressive capabili-
ties; in his choreography and teaching, rhythmic harmony remained a central 
ideal in his dancing, a way of conducting his own body through space.

Like most of the Institute’s students, Ito was drawn by the school’s mod-
ernist reputation and the artistic possibilities it offered. The Jaques-Dalcroze 
Institute’s founding, however, was a result of more industrial-national con-
cerns. The period of imperial expansion following Germany’s unification in 
1871 required both economic-industrial growth and an increased sense of 
national cohesiveness. But industrialization, though necessary for the nation’s 
prosperity and empire-building, also seemed to threaten its health. Where the 
rural, farm-laboring body was seen as healthy and vigorous, the urban, factory-
laboring body, denied sunlight, nutrition, and wholesome, free-moving activity, 
was weak and degenerate. Thus emerged the “Life Reform Movement,” a wide-
ranging set of practices and efforts, including land reform, housing reform, 
Körperkultur, and the applied arts movement, all aiming to heal the ills and 
alienation of modernized urban living. As Didem Ekici writes, “The ultimate 
aim was to restore harmony to modern society in all its aspects. This would 
be achieved through the aestheticization of society, from the body to the built 
environment, as a Gesamtkunstwerk.”29 Across Germany many came to believe 
that the individual, replete with a sense of organic wholeness and health, would 
not only best serve the nation’s industrial, cultural, and military needs, but 
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would also represent, and give life to, a healthy, vigorous, and beautiful nation. 
We will encounter this idea again, when I turn in chapter 4 to kokutai, Japan’s 
notion of the national body politic.

In this context, Jaques-Dalcroze’s method rose to prominence as a life-
reform solution for the problems of modernity. In particular, eurythmics 
seemed to resolve a specific part of the bigger problem, as articulated by the 
economist Karl Bücher in his widely read book Arbeit und Rhytmus: arrhyth-
mia, or the disintegration of man’s natural rhythms due to industrialization, 
urbanization, and the unrelenting sense of constant acceleration in modern 
life.30 If man’s arrhythmia could be resolved, the worker would no longer be 
alienated from his own body; his productivity, his health, and his sense of 
connection to community and nation would be repaired. Bücher’s writing 
had wide influence on contemporary German thought, and in particular, on 
Wolf Dohrn, a leader of the German Werkbund (a reform organization dedi-
cated to integrating arts and industry) and a financier of the industrialist Karl 
Schmidt’s plan to found the garden city of Hellerau to provide holistic hous-
ing for the workers in his furniture factory. In October 1909, Wolf Dohrn saw 
Jaques-Dalcroze give a lecture-demonstration. Dohrn recognized in Jaques-
Dalcroze’s method a solution for this problem of arrhythmia and alienation. 
The following day, Dohrn and Schmidt invited Jaques-Dalcroze to move 
to Hellerau and to build his institute for rhythmic education there. By the 
spring of 1910, plans were underway to construct the theater hall, designed by 
Adolphe Appia, that would house Jaques-Dalcroze’s institute, and by the fall 
of 1911, the school had opened.

The Jaques-Dalcroze Institute was thus not only where Ito gained the 
foundations for his choreographic technique. It was also where Ito gained 
his belief in art as a force for social harmonization and cosmopolitanism. 
This belief might seem contradictory to the Institute’s founding justification 
as a site for producing more vigorous national-imperial subjects. But, as Julia 
Walker observes, “the political objective of the modern nation-state at the 
turn of the twentieth century may have been the creation of a common cul-
ture forged out of different languages, ethnicities, beliefs, and customs, but 
it did not necessarily require the homogeneity of an ethno-nationalist ideal 
that would underwrite the violence of the twentieth century.”31 The practice 
of eurythmics, which taught individual bodies to give expression to multiple, 
simultaneous rhythms through different body parts, and then systematized 
how those bodies could be orchestrated into a unified whole, offered a for-
mal technique for the actual practice—and political imagining—of produc-
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ing “multi-ethnic and multi-cultural harmony.”32 For Ito, as for many at the 
Institute, cosmopolitanism was an obvious corollary of the method’s under-
lying principals. Moreover, for Ito, that the Dalcroze method’s fundamental 
solution to society’s ills was rhythmic movement—dance—was a belief that 
served as the bedrock of his own abiding belief in dance as a force of social 
transformation.

Belatedness and Becoming a Japanese Cosmopolitan

If Ito’s time at Hellerau provided both the choreographic and the ideolog-
ical foundation for the rest of his career, it was nevertheless an experience 
marked by a sense of missing the moment. Indeed, his time at the school 
(August 1913–August 1914) was characterized by an accumulating number 
of near-misses with the luminary figures and events of modern dance’s ori-
gins. The extraordinary teacher Susan Perrottet, whom students adored, had 
already defected to Rudolf von Laban’s colony in the summer of 1912. The star 
pupil Mary Wigman, who had been offered the opportunity to open a Dal-
croze school in Berlin starting in the fall of 1913, instead also followed Laban 
to Monte Verita. The 1913 School Festival, with its production of Hector Ber-
lioz’s score revision of Christoph Gluck’s Orpheus and Eurydice, which drew 
spectators from across Europe and the United States, and was immediately 
spoken of as a pilgrimage event that recalled Wagner’s Bayreuth, was not to 
be repeated the following year. In February 1914, Wolf Dohrn died in a skiing 
accident at the age of thirty-six; plans for a 1914 School Festival were dropped 
as the Institute mourned. In any case, Jaques-Dalcroze had agreed to oversee 
an immense pageant performance celebrating Geneva’s history for the Fête 
de Juin, held there in July of 1914, which prevented his involvement in another 
festival at Hellerau. Ito had missed his chance to appear in one of the school’s 
legendary festivals.33 While in Geneva, Jaques-Dalcroze signed the “Geneva 
Protest,” a document that condemned Germany’s shelling of the cathedral at 
Reims. His contract at the Institute, which would have run to 1920, was can-
celed. But by then, students had already begun to leave in droves, as World 
War I terminated the school’s happy pastorale of international collaboration. 
Ito’s anecdotes about his time at Hellerau, then, are marked by nostalgia, but 
also by an insistence on his thereness; they are narratives intent on claiming 
his place within this legendary site of modernism, in the face of a sense that 
he came too late.
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The idea that Ito came too late, however, is discursively overdetermined. 
Coming from Japan, from the stagnant “Orient,” Ito had, in one sense, no 
chance to be “on time,” to be present for the history of modernity as it 
unfolded. We might recognize this as what Homi Bhabha has termed the 
“time lag of modernity.”34 Or, as Lisa Lowe puts it, “the colonial division of 
humanity, or colonial difference within the present, is not a fixed binary dis-
tinction; it operates precisely through various modes of spatial differentia-
tion and temporal development.”35 Tropes of “oriental” stagnation, and even 
degeneration, made the colonial paradigm of belatedness particularly sticky, 
such that Japan also employed it to describe its own colonies—not yet mod-
ern, because not yet “Japanese.”36

If Jaques-Dalcroze’s method aimed to resolve an arrhythmia that was 
caused by the speed of modernity, then we might recognize Ito’s sense of 
belatedness at the Institute as a kind of racial arrhythmia. “Racial arrhyth-
mia” names the sense of being out of step, and even out of time, not only 
with a putatively European and white modernity, but also with the notion of 
a “natural” bodily rhythm, where that “natural” has been established as the 
domain of an unmarked body. As Harry Harootunian has argued, in a similar 
vein as Bhabha, Japan’s program of modernization-as-Westernization bound 
the country within a script of “time-lag,” in which modernity is an essentially 
Western temporality. Nations such as Japan were thus caught in an impos-
sible game of catchup, in which the equivalence of “not quite modern” and 
“not quite white” perpetually barred them from entry into modern time.37 
Suspended in its own almost-modern time signature, Japan was thus out of 
tempo with the West. The artists, intellectuals, and many other Japanese who, 
like Ito, traveled to Europe to study and observe were, in effect, trying to side-
step this supposed chronological variance, plunging into the temporality of 
European modernity in order to return to Japan with something more up-to-
the-minute than Japan’s own modernity. We can thus think of racial arrhyth-
mia as a constitutive shadow of the arrhythmia identified by Karl Bücher, an 
unmistakable product of the colonialism that powered Europe’s modernity. 
And this sense of racial arrhythmia drives a desire not simply to be in time, 
but, for Ito, to be at the center, to be so fully a part of modernism’s unfolding 
that it could not fully materialize without him.

Racial arrhythmia manifested in Ito as an intense loneliness, which he 
spent the first few months trying to hide. As he recalled, “In my youthfulness, 
I mixed with peers from other foreign countries, merrily playing piano, danc-
ing, playing tennis; nevertheless, I was prone to homesickness, overwhelmed 



54	 FANTASIES OF ITO MICHIO

2RPP

by the feelings of loneliness that welled up. But I wanted to become a good 
dancer, and so, solely pursuing that which was my heart’s desire, I didn’t par-
ticularly care that I had not made close friends.”38 The bravado woven into 
this anecdote, written more than three decades later, enunciates Ito’s sense 
of isolation but also his determination to perform the part of happy student. 
Only he knows how out of sync he feels with the rest of the school.

In its sense of suspension and internalization of racialization, what I am 
characterizing as Ito’s racial arrhythmia might also be recognized as Anne 
Cheng’s racial melancholia. But unlike melancholia, which, Cheng shows 
us, cannot be resolved (though it may offer “transformative potentials for 
political imagination” through surviving grief ),39 arrhythmia is supposed 
to be curable; indeed, that is the entire point of the Dalcroze method. As 
Jaques-Dalcroze wrote, “Arrhythmy can be radically cured only when the 
general functions of the human organism have been completely regulated, 
when constant regularity has been set up in its various manifestations, and 
when there has been normally developed the instinct of muscular and ner-
vous harmonisations.”40

The racial arrhythmia of colonial modernity cannot simply be resolved 
through physical training, however. (Though, as we will see, Ito masters the 
corporeal techniques of control central to the method, and quickly finds him-
self styled a “genius.”) Instead, as a belatedness of development and socio-
political difference, in Ito’s narrative racial arrhythmia is remedied by cos-
mopolitanism, by a bringing of different national and racial representatives 
into international harmonization. In his memoirs, the event that brings Ito 
into synchrony with the Dalcroze community is Christmas—a holiday that 
is all about time: calendrically, as a common and set date; individually, in the 
experience of waiting and the affect of anticipation; and communally, in the 
observation of its rituals of celebration.

A few days prior, Ito tells us in his narrative of the holiday, he had gone 
into the town of Dresden. Packed in with the crowds of Christmas shoppers, 
he had purchased a green tobacco case, a necktie pin with a coral stone at 
its head, and a little crimson box of Japanese-made lacquerware, though he 
had no one to exchange gifts with. Sitting alone in his small room on Christ-
mas Eve, amid a few flickering candles, Ito tries to keep himself occupied by 
carefully unwrapping and then rewrapping the small presents. “When I had 
finished re-wrapping the presents once again, like a child without anyone to 
play with, I was enveloped in loneliness.”41 Ito’s memory illustrates his isola-
tion through meaningless activity; instead of wrapping presents for some-
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one, or unwrapping a gift he has received, he goes through the motions of 
gift-exchange alone. Time here loops, rather than progressing, signaling that 
Ito’s isolation has left him outside of time. Meanwhile, the gifts themselves—
clearly meant for him, but also representative of him (the Japanese-made 
lacquerware)—reiterate his arrhythmia as both temporal and geographic. 
They are items he might have bought in Japan, as souvenirs for others, but 
instead he has bought them in Dresden, for himself, so that rather than sig-
nifying the curiosity of the foreign object (as they might for other German 
shoppers), they represent Ito’s displacement.

Just at that moment, there is an insistent knocking at his window, and Ito 
sees several faces, pressed against the glass, stifling laughter. On opening the 
window, Ito is pelted with paper snowflakes, as cries of “Merry Christmas” 
echo around him. The group invites him to join their celebrations, and he 
recognizes one of the men—Kristiansky from Poland, who thrusts himself 
through the window to press a gift into Ito’s hand, before darting off to catch 
up with the others, singing as they walk down the snowy road. Ito’s unex-
pected joy increases as, soon after, the bells of a horse-drawn sleigh draw 
near, with the voices of seven or eight young women bouncing around. This 
time, he recognizes one of the female Russian students, as the group invites 
him to come caroling with them. The feelings of unbearable loneliness evap-
orate as Ito senses the camaraderie shared by these students, drawn from 
across the world.

On this night of blessings, I dare say, they purposefully turned their sleigh 
towards my boarding house, out of thoughtfulness for that certainly lonely 
Japanese youth. And it was not just those young women. After the sounds of 
the bells of the horse-drawn sleigh had grown distant in the snowy village, 
then from a female classmate from Norway, from some men from France, 
from a group from America, one after another, I received words of celebra-
tion and presents. . . . As I wrote in the pages of my notebook, that year, that 
Christmas, for the first time, the light of my life abroad burned brightly.42

As in all of Ito’s writings, his sense of dramatic timing and pathos renders this 
account a perfect model of the genre of Christmas stories, as holiday joy res-
cues him from miserable loneliness. On that night, the rituals of Christmas 
bring Ito into rhythm with the school’s community.

Ito’s narrative of the Christmas episode as the occasion of his inclusion 
in Hellerau’s community is also notable for the way in which his integration 
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is structured as a blossoming of internationalism. Poland, Russia, Norway, 
France, America; one after another, different nationalities represented at the 
school make an appearance. Each one does so because someone has thought 
of the “lonely Japanese youth” and invited him to join their celebration and 
their community. The episode thus becomes an experience where Ito moves 
from national and racial isolation to a euphoric experience of community, 
which he portrays—with groups dashing through the snow amid the peals 
of sleigh bells and the sonority of different languages—as an idyllic utopia 
of internationalism. But, as Ito’s narrative makes clear, joining the Hellerau 
community does not erase the fact of his racial and national difference. On 
the contrary, Ito’s inclusion is predicated on the logic of internationalism, in 
which nationality must remain distinct. Indeed, a curious detail of the story is 
that Ito receives gifts, Christmas greetings, and caroling visitations, but does 
not give anything in return. Instead, he stands at the window, as these tokens 
of Christmas are bestowed on him by one group of students after another, 
as if they are a series of tributaries to the “lonely Japanese youth.” Here, Ito 
not only finds a way to resolve his racial arrhythmia, he begins to recognize 
Japaneseness as a performance strategy with which he could enter the inter-
national community and position himself as a singular figure within it.

Indeed, Ito soon discovered that being Japanese was not only the charac-
teristic that enabled him to integrate into the Hellerau community; it was also 
the thing that made him unique, and exceptionally artistic. In one episode 
recounted in his book America, Ito recalled the headmaster giving him piano 
sheet music to learn, as all students at the institute were required to study 
an instrument. Recognizing the piece as a Mozart sonata he had studied in 
Japan, he went out to play tennis. When the headmaster found him on the 
tennis courts, Ito was dragged to the music room to demonstrate his ability.

Because I had more or less practiced the piece [in Japan], I was able to play 
it without looking at the score. The headmaster was considerably surprised. 
I let pass the chance to say to him, “In truth, I played this when I was in 
Japan.” . . . The following day, when it was the end of the headmaster’s morn-
ing lecture, he said, “We have in our school a prodigy. That is the Japanese Ito.” 
And saying this, he invited me to the platform. . . . There was nothing for it, so 
in a daze, I played the tune. And at that moment, I again missed the chance to 
say, “When I was in Japan, I played this song, that’s why.” From then on it was 
hard. For three years I could not escape having to play the role of a prodigy, 
which was a huge trouble. To be a genius is really a disagreeable thing.43
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The passage laughingly dismisses the appellation of prodigy, even as it demon-
strates the youthful Ito’s virtuosity, if not at piano, then at performance. But 
it also records Ito’s interpellation as Japanese, his nationality becoming part 
of his identity and an explanation of his genius. Indeed, Ito frames this story 
by explaining that he was taken to be a representative of Japan, and therefore, 
felt compelled to excel in all his activities.

If at Hellerau, Ito learned a performance of Japanese exceptionalism, he 
was also cognizant of the interpellation of his person as more broadly rep-
resentative of “the Orient” at large. At times, he experienced this racialized 
generalization as an obstacle preventing him from expressing himself as an 
individual:

I alone was Japanese, the only Oriental person. Therefore, everything I did 
appeared a curiosity; a Japanese person speaks in such a manner, an Oriental 
person does things in this way, as if I were the representative for all Japanese 
and all Oriental people. [I wanted to say:] “Since I was born in Japan, it is well 
and good that I am called a Japanese person, but it is entirely wrong to believe 
that my thoughts are those of a Japanese person, or an Oriental person.” But 
without such an explanation, I could not say anything.44

We see here the frustration and impossibility of being taken as racially rep-
resentative, and the bewildering loss of self entailed in assimilating himself 
to this epistemology. But there is also a striking slipperiness of identity here. 
In each iteration, “Japanese” slides into “Oriental,” collapsing the distinction 
between nationality, ethnicity, and race. Responding to his classmates’ sweep-
ing categorization, Ito, in turn, began to understand himself as not just Jap-
anese, but also as “Oriental,” a broad performance that continued to inform 
his career. In time, the embrace of “the Orient” as a site of identity would 
re-inflect Ito’s understanding of himself as Japanese, an overlap intertwined 
with the plot of geopolitical history.

I want to take us ahead, for a moment, to see the effects of Ito’s newfound 
awareness of the meanings generated by his Japaneseness. A photograph 
taken in London, by Alvin Langdon Coburn, shows Ito wrapped in a kimono 
and looking up at a huge mask mounted on the wall—probably a namahage 
of folk ritual practice. The bulging whites of the demon’s eyes are mimicked 
by Ito, whose own eyes are opened wide and spun all the way to the side to 
focus on the mask. Ito’s wry smile, the suspension of his hand, and his mouth 
open in speech, suggest that as much as he is engaging the demon, he is also 



Fig. 5. “Dancer Michio Ito” (Ito with namahage mask). Photo by Alvin Langdon 
Coburn, ca. 1916, courtesy of the George Eastman Museum.
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engaging the camera, the photographer, and whomever else is in the room. 
Indeed, it seems as if his eyes, rolled all the way sideways to catch the demon, 
will in a moment flip back forward to look straight at the camera, catching 
it in the same game. We see here an example of what Robin Bernstein has 
taught us to recognize as a scriptive thing—“an item of material culture that 
prompts meaningful bodily behaviors.”45 The demon invites Ito to mirror it, 
to pose with it, to interact with it like another character in a play. (In another 
photograph Ito presses his face up against the demon’s cheek, with his arm 
circled under its chin in a sort of hug, as if it were a cute oversized stuffed ani-
mal.) The mask draws Ito into a set of activities and poses, but these gestures 
are for the camera, and others who may be in the room.

The demon, I would argue, is here scripting Ito’s performance of Japa-
neseness. In its clear, larger-than-life referentiality of folk craft and traditional 
practice, it prompts Ito’s own exaggerated response. Japaneseness, here, can-
not escape an association with Japan’s traditional arts, but also allows for wry 
commentary on these traditions. The close relationality of Ito and the demon 
also suggests Japaneseness as a quality produced through a proximity with 
objects.46 And, through the mask’s theatricality, and the theatricality it thus 
induces in Ito, it also fundamentally suggests Japaneseness—ontologically—as 
a performance.

Ito’s performance of Japaneseness here is also a carefully modulated 
response to the confluence of associations that he senses are the desires of 
this photograph’s offstage observers. It is thus that we see, in his body turned 
out to the camera, and in his wry smile, that he is very much aware of the 
performance taking place. Ito is aware that this posing constitutes not just a 
performance of a role, but a performance that will be read as self. Michelle 
Carriger calls this “awareishness”: “a sort of theatricality—a conscious choice 
of playing one’s self on at least two levels: the personal and the public.”47 For 
Carriger, rather than being a consolidation of identity, the self-consciousness 
of awareishness holds open a space between “essence and expression.” I will 
further suggest that we understand this particular kind of performance as 
fantasy because it is structured by the circuitries of desire, where specta-
tor and performer each project and respond to the performance unfolding. 
Indeed, the desire for Japaneseness as a performed set of meanings perme-
ates this photograph, but it would also overflow it, becoming an ongoing and 
reverberating practice of fantasy engagement.

At Hellerau, then, Ito learned to construct a performance of himself as 
Japanese—where Japaneseness was both a sign of his artistic talent and utter 
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exceptionality, but also the identity of which he was taken as exemplary, and 
indeed, as a sort of diplomatic cultural representative. Ito’s embrace of Japa-
neseness was, ultimately, tied to his understanding of the mission to renovate 
society held by the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute and the broader Lebensreform 
movement. At the Institute, the most public manifestations of the school’s 
program of reform were the school festivals held each summer, and the “plas-
tic music representations” that were staged as each festival’s centerpiece.48 
These performances, most notably the 1913 staging of Gluck’s Orpheus, were 
intended as demonstrations of the school’s work: each student, performing, 
stood as an individual instantiation of the Dalcrozian principles of expressive 
bodily control and internal harmony. The dancers all performing together, 
and moving in concert with each other in precisely balanced group forma-
tions, represented a society filled with rhythmicized, beautiful bodies. Just 
as their bodies on stage vivified an ideal relationship between individual and 
society, so too did the very process of making the pageant offer a scale model 
of social renovation, as one individual choreographed the mass of danc-
ers, who in turn, represented the far greater masses of society. This scaling, 
between exceptionality and exemplarity, was precisely the function that Ito 
recognized his Japaneseness could effect. Always singular, but also always 
representative, Ito could play the role of artistic international mediator, and 
in that role, pursue the utopic vision of sweeping social renovation that had 
become his abiding dream.

• • •

The international utopia of the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute was rapidly dis-
mantled at the outbreak of World War I. As their nations were one by one 
drawn into the war, the school’s students left Hellerau. Yet Ito held out, “By 
no means had I decided [to leave]. I had barely just mastered the fundamen-
tals of dance training, and after all, the hope that the international situation 
might yet become peaceful had not yet entirely vanished, so I kept praying.”49 
But with an inescapable feeling of tension in the town of Hellerau, and with 
entreaties from his friends, who warned that Ito might find himself trapped, 
he finally agreed to leave. Traveling with other Japanese, including the actor 
Soganoya Gorō, the writer Ikuta Kizan, and the Marquis Maeda Toshinari, 
Ito left Berlin on August 14, 1914, a week before Japan declared war on Ger-
many. Two days later, Ito arrived in London.

Like the exchange of glances in the photograph that marks Ito as both 
playing a role and playing himself (and that complicates the distinction 
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between the two), Ito’s memoirs offer a doubled temporality—the remem-
bered past and the postwar present—in which Ito performs, in his narratives, 
a version of himself performing in the past. Both cases—the recounted past 
and the recounting present—are fueled by a desire to make himself matter. 
At Hellerau, Ito’s initial sense of isolation and being out of place becomes the 
story of how he integrated into the student community there. Read from the 
moment of Japan emerging from fifteen years of war, the narrative also takes 
on aspects of a fable, teaching his readers a strategy for recovering a sense of 
international belonging after its wartime isolation. Might Ito’s point of inte-
gration at Hellerau—his performance of an exceptional Japaneseness—serve 
as a tactic for Japan’s rapprochement with the world at large? I don’t want to 
read this parallel too hard (though commentators on nihonjinron [the theory 
of Japanese uniqueness] and the 1980s economic boom argue exactly this idea 
of exceptional Japaneseness). I think it is enough to say that Ito desired that 
his own experiences stand as a sort of model for Japanese postwar interna-
tional re-engagement, if only because such a view would also secure his own 
significance back in the nation of his birth.

The fantasies that Ito wrote into his first six months in Europe would 
reappear in London, where he began to make a name for himself as a dancer. 
This professionalization built on the performance of Japaneseness he had 
begun to construct in Hellerau, but it also, in crucial ways, relied on the slip-
page between Japan and Orient, and between his own “oriental” desires and 
those he recognized in the eyes of his spectators. Just as we might say that in 
his memoirs, Ito turned his friend Yamada into the Egyptian sage Hassan, so 
too, in London, did Ito himself transform into the Egyptian-styled hawk of 
the dance-drama At the Hawk’s Well. In these transformations, whole people 
become the figurative vessels of desire—for singularity, for artistic expres-
sion, and for the capacity to self-mythologize.
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Chapter Two

Modernist Mythologizing

London, 1914–1916

Pizzicati is Ito’s most iconic dance. Set to Léo Delibes’s “Pizzicato” from the 
ballet Sylvia, it is brief, barely a minute or two. A spotlight, set low at the front 
of the stage, beams up on Ito, casting an immense shadow on the white back-
drop behind. Throughout the dance, Ito’s feet, planted in a turned-out second 
position with knees slightly bent, do not move. Only his arms, thrusting and 
slashing through the air, oscillate around his body, in time with the music. 
On the backdrop, the magnified shadow dances as well, the swift plunges and 
swinging of the arms dominating the stage. Many commentators, reading the 
frequently reproduced Toyo Miyatake photograph of the dance, characterize 
it as menacing, or as an intimation of the violence soon to befall the world 
and upend Ito’s life.1 But set to Delibes’s bouncing, flitting music, the dance 
seems to stage an ebullient game of chase, as figure and shadow compete to 
keep up with each other, and we lose track of which leads and which follows.

To understand this dance, and the desires Ito tried to express through it, 
I want to look to a sketch of the choreography in motion. In the drawing, Ito 
imagines a sort of Vitruvian man whose being is defined by movement, as 
opposed to a classical stasis. The limbs radiate out, turbine-like, while the fig-
ure’s torso holds center. Dramatizing the tension between the silent, rooted 
torso, and the striking, whirling limbs, Ito offers up the human body as a 
subject of poetry and of self-realization.

Ito’s Pizzicati drawing resembles other dance drawings from the same 
period. As Arabella Stanger argues in her reading of choreographic render-
ings done by Rudolf von Laban and Oscar Schlemmer, these are “living dia-
grams” that, like the Lebensreform and Bauhaus movements from which they 
emerged, “imagined new types of body and living space as the basis for a 
repaired social future.”2 As was discussed in chapter 1, Ito was significantly 
shaped by the discourse of the natural body and the experiments of the Leb-



Fig. 6. Drawing of Pizzicati by Ito Michio. Toyo Miyatake Dance Collection, 
courtesy of Alan Miyatake.
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ensreform movement, and thus his drawing has a certain familial relation to 
Laban’s and Schlemmer’s. But both Laban’s and Schlemmer’s drawings are 
abstracted: they are A dancer, or we might say, THE dancer, where the ren-
derings represent the generalized, idealized figure of the universal dancer. 
Ito’s drawing, by contrast, is of himself. The hair flopping down over the 
face, the rendering of the eyes which we see in many of his other publicity 
drawings, and the costume indicated with squiggly lines and ruffled sleeves 
are all particularized, personalized details. For Ito, dance, and the dancing 
human, are always universal, but also pointedly particular. Where many of 
his modern dance peers started with an abstraction or depersonalization of 
the dancer, Ito started with himself, and understood dance as a fundamental 
mode of self-making.

This drawing helps us understand not only Pizzicati, but Ito’s chore-
ography more generally. In Ito’s dancing, energy gets pulled in, rather than 
expelled outward. This trait, I suspect, blossomed during his time in London, 
and it notably differs from much modern dance. For instance, Isadora Dun-
can’s “motor in the soul” originates in the solar plexus and propels the danc-
er’s expressivity out into space; so too, Ito’s dancing diverges from Rudolf von 
Laban’s pendulous movement scales and his sketches of the human body, in 
which limbs stretch out to the farthest reaches of the kinesphere; likewise, it 
deviates from Martha Graham’s pioneer woman in Frontier, who projects her 
energy out into the land.3 Ito’s dancing is markedly grounded and internal; 
rarely projecting himself into the space through leaps or spins, he instead 
concentrates energy within himself.4 While we might connect this quality 
to movement practices in both noh and butoh, Ito’s treatment of energy in 
dance should not be reduced to some essentialism about Japanese move-
ment. For Ito, this quality can be traced to the particular influences on his 
choreographic development, and perhaps as an embodied expression of his 
desire to be at the center of artistic worlds. Pulling in the space around him, 
Ito also pulled in desires—the myriad fantasies that spectators project upon, 
or cast him as—and braided these desires with his own.

I take Ito’s desire to be at the center as the core thematic of this chapter. 
The period covered here has received a great deal of attention because, in 
London, Ito collaborated with W. B. Yeats and Ezra Pound (and a coterie of 
other modernists) to work on the dance drama At the Hawk’s Well. I post-
pone discussion of that production to the end of the chapter, however, to 
focus on two other major influences on Ito’s development as an artist: the Jap-
anese dance poem movement (buyōshi undo) and vorticism. The dance poem 
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movement—Japan’s first modern dance movement—was formulated by two 
of Ito’s good friends, Yamada Kōsaku and Ishii Baku, at exactly the time Ito 
was working with Yeats and Pound. The dance poem movement centered the 
body as a medium that could express things beyond the capability of words. 
I argue not only that Ito drew from his friends’ work, but that he desired 
to participate actively in the development of this program, even from afar. 
Turning to Ezra Pound’s vorticism, I delineate how Ito’s choreographic style 
responds to this avant-garde program; at the same time, precisely because 
of vorticism’s claims for expressive immediacy, I argue that Ito understood 
dance as the paradigmatic vorticist medium.

Ito’s desire to place dance—and thus himself—at the center of artistic 
modernism is the key to reassessing his London period. While he has often 
been portrayed, first by his collaborators and then by some scholars, as a sort 
of hapless, if providential, muse, we should recognize these characterizations 
as the traces of his performances—if not entirely intentional, then certainly 
not un-self-aware. London was where Ito fully learned to perform himself 
in responsive attention to the desires that circulated around him—those of 
his spectators, his collaborators, and also his own. With such a framework, 
I re-approach At the Hawk’s Well not necessarily to identify and assert Ito’s 
agency in the project, but to explore how he at times held himself as a sort 
of cipher—especially with respect to his constant interpellation as Japanese. I 
propose his embodiment of the Hawk as Egyptian as an instance of this slip-
ping out from the expectations of representation held by those around him, 
and as a way Ito made room for the indulgence of his own fantasies.

This ability, to occupy the center but hold himself as a sort of blank screen 
for the projection of myriad desires (others’ and his own) was crucial to the 
work of self-mythologizing. In this, he received help from his notable col-
laborators, who all understood that part of modernist art-making was the 
attendant work of modernist myth-making. Thus, the Irish poet W. B. Yeats 
would famously write of Ito, “I see him as the tragic image that has stirred my 
imagination. There, where no studied lighting, no stage-picture made an arti-
ficial world, he was able, as he rose from the floor, where he had been sitting 
cross-legged, or as he threw out an arm, to recede from us into some more 
powerful life.”5 The poet here gives tribute to Ito’s persistent, haunting corpo-
real power, and at the same time, marks how Ito has become a poetic figure of 
Yeats’s own creative force. Ito’s collaboration with Yeats and Ezra Pound has 
been taken as almost accidental, and certainly not as deliberately occasioned 
by Ito himself. But I think that you do not become the spectral embodiment 
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of artistic expression for Yeats (not to mention Pound) by accident. I think 
that the power attributed to Ito’s dancing presence, and indeed, the power 
that both poets began to recognize in dance, was very much the result of Ito’s 
intentional efforts to cast himself as central to their literary experiments.

Ito’s finely attuned responsiveness to the tremors of desire in perfor-
mance made him an apt subject for modernist myth-making. Yeats, Pound, 
and Yamada were all, in their own ways, crucial to this myth-making, but so, 
of course, was Ito. And so, it should come as no surprise that Pizzicati, too, 
comes with a story:

Once, Ito visited the famous Russian ballerina Anna Pavlova, who “danced 
exquisitely Delibes’ Pizzicati on her toes.” She then asked Ito to return the 
favor, but having brought none of his own music, he asked the pianist to 
play the same tune. “Planting his feet firmly on the floor he danced the entire 
dance using only his arms and hands.”6 As with all his stories, Ito’s mytholo-
gizing of the origin of his most famous dance was a characteristic modern-
ist gesture. In referencing his friendship with Pavlova, a dancer who, despite 
her devotion to classical methods and even repertoire, was lionized for her 
“modern spirit,” Ito also positioned himself as an inner member of the avant-
garde. And in rejecting the constricting and explicitly female tradition of bal-
letic point, Ito declared his allegiance to modern dance’s explorations of the 
human body in space. As with the other tales from his European period, this 
act of self-invention through narrative registers the question of what perfor-
mances make up a person (or persona). Pizzicati’s whirling figure, pulling 
space and the spectator’s gaze into himself, was perhaps the very method of 
Ito’s own compulsive, striving self-mythologizing. With arms and legs occu-
pying everywhere all at once, Ito pressed himself into the memories of others, 
and in doing so, held himself still—a striking feat for someone who was to 
become known for his movement, in dance and across the globe.

Developing the Dance Poem

Ito’s solo dances are often called “dance poems.” The term seems casually 
appropriate for his choreography, and as Helen Caldwell explains in her early 
biography of Ito, people use the phrase because “that is what he called them.”7 
The descriptive aptness of the term has meant that its precise historic ref-
erence has been overlooked—and with that omission has gone the story of 
Ito’s relationship to Japan’s early modern dance movement, a relationship that 
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developed alongside his more well-known collaboration with London’s liter-
ary modernists. Ito’s use of the term “dance poem” staked a claim of belong-
ing in Japan’s modern dance history, even as he remained geographically dis-
tanced from it.

The dance poem movement (buyōshi undo) was Japan’s earliest modern 
dance movement, and it was launched by Ito’s good friends, Yamada Kōsaku 
and Ishii Baku. Born in Tokyo in 1886, Yamada (also rendered as Kôsçak 
Yamada) graduated from the prestigious Tokyo Music School, and with this 
intensive training in Western orchestral music, went to Berlin to study at the 
Hochschule für Musik from 1909 to 1913. In Germany, in addition to his musi-
cal studies, Yamada immersed himself in the avant-garde art scene, drawn 
especially to the work of expressionist artists.8 He also became interested in 
the experiments of the dance reform movement, going to see performances 
by Vaslav Nijinsky, Anna Pavlova, and Isadora Duncan, three dancers whose 
work and modernist reputations especially inspired him. Curious about the 
principles of free movement and natural rhythm that had become important 
to theories of musical education, in 1912 he visited the Jaques-Dalcroze school 
at Hellerau, accompanied by the artist-musician Saitō Kazō. Yamada’s time in 
Hellerau was brief—a few days at most. Nevertheless, the Dalcroze euryth-
mic method deeply informed Yamada’s own work as a composer and music 
educator; on returning to Japan, he introduced Dalcrozian methods broadly, 
both to other music professionals and as a general education method.9 We 
will encounter Yamada again in chapter 3, when he next crossed paths with 
Ito during a US concert tour from 1917 to 1919, and the two collaborated on 
several recitals. (And we will see him a third time, in chapter 6, after Ito repa-
triated to Japan during the war.) Yamada and Ito continued to work together 
at various points throughout their careers as the composer gained a reputa-
tion as one of the leaders of the development of yōgaku (Western-style music) 
in Japan.10

The other major figure in the dance poem movement is Ishii Baku (given 
name: Ishii Tadazumi; first stage name: Ishii Rinrō [1886–1962]), who is con-
sidered the father of modern dance in Japan. He began his training at the 
Imperial Theater, in the same group as Ito studying opera and nihon buyō. 
His early interest in dance led him to work under Giovanni Vittorio Rosi, the 
Italian ballet master brought in to lead the dance section of the opera depart-
ment at the Imperial Theater. In 1915, Ishii began working with Yamada, newly 
returned from Europe, and Osanai Kaoru (who had similarly made a trip to 
Europe, stopping by Dalcroze in April 1913); the three formed a group called 
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the New Theater (Shingekijō). Yamada trained Ishii in Dalcrozian methods, 
and together they began to develop the dance poem movement. This collabo-
ration continued through 1922, during which time Ishii was also active in the 
Asakusa Opera movement.11 Ishii then went on his own performance tour 
abroad to Europe, from 1922 to 1924, where he saw performances by Mary 
Wigman and Harald Kreutzberg, and to the United States, where Ito helped 
arrange his first recital in New York. On returning to Japan, Ishii continued 
his choreographic work. He also founded what is considered to be the first 
modern dance school in Japan, educating generations of dancers who subse-
quently spread modern dance not only in Japan, but elsewhere in Asia.

For Yamada and Ishii (and for Ito), “dance poem” named a belief in dance 
as a distinct art form (and in this it was similar to claims simultaneously being 
made by European artists). The key to the movement was the use of the poem 
as a sort of formal analogy: a dance poem is a dance that is like a poem. 
That is, the dance expresses an idea, or an image, which is never explicit, 
but is revealed, obliquely yet with force, through the accumulation of mood, 
rhythm, and physical expression. A dance poem does what a poem does, but 
through movement. As Ishii explained, “Our art of the dance must be poetry 
achieved through movement of the body.”12 The dance poem concept was 
thus distinct from casual usage of the term as a synonym for “dance-drama,” 
or for dancing accompanied by the recitation of poetry.

Yamada explicitly attributed the genesis of the dance poem to his obser-
vations at the Dalcroze Institute. His emphasis on rhythm as the source of 
artistic expression is present in all his writings on the dance poem:

When a rhythm is expressed through sound, that is music; and when it is 
represented through movement, it is called dance. So, I believe, it is by this 
mediator, rhythm, that true dance must be expressed as a single whole of 
music and movement. From this premise, I have arrived at the creation of a 
field of research called “buyōshi,” which, for the first time, makes a perfect art 
form through the harmonization of music and dance.13

For Yamada, the power of rhythm, expressed through music and dance 
together, offered the purest articulation of the image, or impulse at the heart 
of a dance poem. As Nohara Yasuko has traced, in addition to the Dalcro-
zian exaltation of rhythm, Yamada’s theorization of the movement incorpo-
rated shadings of German expressionism and mysticism borrowed from the 
composer Scriabin.14 The pieces that Yamada and Ishii developed were fre-
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quently preoccupied with the deranged, the marginal, and the supernatural, 
representing, as expressionist art often did, the human condition through 
moments of anguish.

Yamada and Ishii’s dance poem experiments were first presented on 
June 2, 1916—exactly two months after the first At the Hawk’s Well perfor-
mance—at the Imperial Theater, under the aegis of the Shingekijō. The pro-
gram consisted of two dramas, Yoshi Isamu’s Asakusa Kannondō, performed 
by Ubukata Kenichirō, Tanaka Eizō, and Miyabe Shizuko, and Strindberg’s 
Thunder, translated by Mori Ogai. There were also two dance pieces, Yama-
da’s A Page from a Diary (Nikki no ippen), performed by Ishii, and A Tale 
(Monogatari), performed by Ishii and Otobane Kaneko. A second program, 
given June 26–28 at the Hongo-za, featured Rabindranath Tagore’s Chitra, 
again translated by Mori Ogai; Nagata Hideo’s Starvation (Kikatsu); and 
Yamada’s Bright and Dark (Meian), performed by Ishii Baku and Komori 
Toshi to a poem by Ochiai Namio. As these mixed programs show, the dance 
poem presentations were part of a larger movement of artists in Japan exper-
imenting with performance forms, with material from international modern-
ism, and with dance’s relationship to text.

The piece A Page from a Diary represented, literally, a page from Yama-
da’s diary—September 20 of the previous year. Rather than a depiction of the 
day’s events, however, it was “a record of his feeling on that day.”15 In his arti-
cle “Dance-Poem and Dance-Drama,” published a few months after the Impe-
rial Theatre performance, Yamada asserted “the world of sound and move-
ment is not the world that is manifested in words. More than words, sound 
and movement have an intimate connection to us.”16 To portray the “feeling 
of the day”—that which could not be expressed in words—through dance, 
was to allow dance its own particular power of communication. The music 
composed for A Page from a Diary was later performed under other titles, 
such as “Poem,” “He and She,” and “Oto no Nagare,” while the original title 
was applied to newer works developed out of the same creative process—
different days, with different spirits to express.17

Yamada and Ishii experimented with multiple approaches to their new 
form; their writings and performances reflect options they tried out, as well 
as, later on, their differing aesthetic preferences. For instance, while the prem-
ise of the dance poem was an analogy between the two artistic media, they 
also experimented with more literal pairings of dance and poetic recitation, 
a format that echoed the work of Isadora Duncan, whom Yamada had seen 
dance in Germany.18 Similarly, some pieces were still narrative-based, such 
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as Bright and Dark, which dramatized the shifting fortunes of two Buddhist 
priests. Across their experiments, both artists emphasized that they were 
interested not in the “the imitation of various forms of real life,” but rather, 
in giving expression to “something that gets filtered out, passing through the 
head to the chest.”19 They sought an expression that escaped the “head’s” ver-
bal realm, to be shaped instead by the logic of the body itself. Not surpris-
ingly, as a composer, Yamada maintained a belief that the dance poem should 
be composed with and accompanied in performance by music. By contrast, 
Ishii, especially after his own tour to Europe, where he saw Mary Wigman 
perform without music, began to abandon musical accompaniment. Perhaps 
recognizing that Yamada, already a famous composer, could exert greater 
authority over the movement’s articulated purpose, after Ishii returned from 
Europe he largely stopped using the “dance poem” designation, simply calling 
his pieces “dances” (buyō).

The official dance poem movement fared badly in Japan. Only twenty-
seven people came to the first performance, in the grand hall of the Imperial 
Theatre. The experiments were seen as yet another foreign import, at a time 
when calls were being made to develop domestic forms of modern art. One 
reviewer dismissed the genre by writing, “Like being made to eat the West’s 
fermented tofu, this makes no sense.”20 (By which, it is assumed, he meant 
“cheese.”) Another critic panned the performance without even bothering to 
attend, apparently basing his evaluation on the opinions of a few spectators 
he knew.21 Ishii’s 1922 tour through Europe, however, was very well received; 
because the movement developed out of European dance trends, audiences 
there were more receptive to the form. Despite (or perhaps because of ) the 
lukewarm reception in Japan, the dance poem experiments are considered 
to mark the beginning of Japanese modern dance. Recognizing Ito’s role in 
the movement therefore means not simply acknowledging the transnational 
foundations of the dance poem, as it was shaped by Yamada’s and Ishii’s trips 
to Europe, it also requires us to think about nation-based movements as 
actively shaped by individuals residing outside that nation.

With the exception of a brief reference to Ito by dance scholar Funeyama 
Takashi, Ito’s commitment to the dance poem as a form of artistic theory and 
practice has gone unnoticed.22 And there are a range of possibilities for how 
Ito came to use the term. Coeval or even coincidental development of the term 
is entirely possible. “Dance” and “poem,” after all, are two common words, 
and the notion of a communion between dance and poetry was a prevalent 
theme in early modernist artistic circles.23 Ito also might have adopted the 
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term later, once in New York and again collaborating with Yamada. Indeed, 
Ito performed there in a version of A Page from a Diary and Blue Flame, 
and Yamada later wrote that the New York experiments “further strength-
ened my belief in the harmony between music and dance.”24 But as I sug-
gested in chapter 1, Yamada and Ito were very close. As Yamada wrote in his 
foreword to A Classroom for Beauty, “It is a relationship where we call each 
other ‘Michio’ and ‘Yama-chan’”—“chan” being a Japanese address of close 
friendship and endearment.25 The options I imagine as most likely are that 
right after Yamada began to conceive of the idea, following his own visit to 
Hellerau, he shared it with his eager, enterprising friend, or perhaps Yamada 
shared his ideas with Ito by letter, after the older musician had returned to 
Japan. The clearest indication that Ito knew about the dance poem movement 
while he was in London comes from Ezra Pound, who organized a recital 
in October 1915 in which Ito danced to Pound’s “Sword-Dance and Spear-
Dance” translations. Pound, writing in the literary magazine Future, calls 
these pieces “dance poems.”26 Although many scholars have attributed this 
naming to Pound himself, it just as likely came from Ito intentionally naming 
his work.

Ito’s Fox Dance (1915) serves as an example of how he might have involved 
himself in the dance poem experiments while in London. A description of 
this dance was published the following year, by the New York critic H. T. 
Parker:

His dance of the fox, his one distinctively Japanese number, disclosed him 
bare-footed, in the mask aforesaid and in the dress of his country. Beginning 
in writhings like to the motion of an excited animal it rose to a frenzy of such 
movement, for the fox of the legend was the Pierrot of beasts, moonstruck 
into a delirium of the dance until ecstatic death stayed him. There was no 
questioning the vividness of Mr. Ito’s dancing or of the imagination behind 
it, or yet again of his rare command of singularly rhythmical movement in 
which head, limbs and body all answer to a mutual beat.27

Parker’s description offers a vivid sense of Ito’s experimentation, as he moves 
between the semimimetic/diegetic and the abstract. A studio photograph 
taken by Alvin Langdon Coburn likewise helps us to imagine how the dance 
poem informed Ito’s early choreography. Ito, wearing the mask created for 
him by Edmund Dulac, bends forward at the waist, one leg raised up behind 
him in a low attitude, while his supporting leg is bent in a demi-plié, foot in 
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demi-relevé. His arms stretch forward like a cat’s, his hands curled like lightly 
clawed paws. This is a difficult position to hold; movement is imminent; the 
fox is running. As with Parker’s description, there is an obvious mimeticism 
here, but it is in service not of realistic imitation, but of some unspeakable 
essence of Fox. It is an expression, perhaps, of what a fox’s spirit might be. 
Indeed, Ito said as much in an interview he gave to the New York Tribune 
in August 1917: “My fox dance is furtive and independent and cunning and 
staccato. I studied a fox and his ways with a biscuit long before I practised my 
fox dance. Then I went to a great hill in Hampstead and I made my soul into 
the soul of a fox, and so I evolved my fox dance.”28 To make his soul “into the 
soul of a fox” is to understand dance—and the practice of dance-making—as 
transformative. Ito’s articulation of his artistic intentions here parallels Yama-
da’s statements on the power of movement and sound to express something 
about the world beyond the indicative capacities of language. This is dance 
as a conduit of impressions, and an aestheticization of perception, or as Ishii 
put it, “poetry achieved through movement of the body.”29 Such a characteri-
zation, as we will see, paralleled what Ito recognized as dance’s role in Pound’s 
vorticist program.

Ito’s investment in the dance poem movement illuminates a few things. 
First, it identifies an important intertext for Ito’s choreographic approach; not 
only Dalcroze and London modernism, but ongoing experiments in Japanese 
modernism, were crucial to Ito’s development as an artist. Second, the dance 
poem requires us to think of Ito as a multiply-located figure, participating in 
multiple modernisms at once, and tying his reputation to those movements. 
If it is unsurprising that Ito continued to use At the Hawk’s Well, and his 
relationship with the famous London modernists, as a sort of calling card to 
confirm his modernist distinction each time he moved, then it should also 
be unsurprising that he continued to use the term “dance poem” for the rest 
of his career—even as he let its historic signification go unexplained. Always 
hustling and attentive to the ways he could make himself legible, and indeed 
desirable, to his many audiences, the dance poem became, perhaps, the con-
stitutive shadow of his choreographic practice, unacknowledged in words, 
but present nonetheless in his bodily approach to artistic dance.

The Japanese Dancing Body as a Medium of Poetry

Because W. B. Yeats’s play established Ito in modernist history, and because 
Ito returned to it throughout his career, we readily connect him with Ito. But 
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I suspect that Ezra Pound was in certain respects more influential than Yeats, 
because of the amused affection that Ito and Pound seem to have had for each 
other, and, not least, for a shared talent in self-promotion and effective self-
placement. In particular, Pound’s vorticism should be recognized as a signif-
icant influence on Ito’s continuing development as a dance-maker (far more 
so, perhaps, than either noh or At the Hawk’s Well). But more than simply 
acting as a receptive protégé, Ito aimed, I suggest, to assert dance as the para-
digmatic vorticist form, and choreographed himself as its very embodiment.

Ito’s appearance on the Anglophone modernist scene intersected with 
important shifts in both Yeats’s and Pound’s poetic practice, wherein Jap-
anese poetics appeared as the solution to their literary blockages. At the 
beginning of the century, Yeats had aimed to overturn European trends 
toward naturalism with the development of a nonnaturalistic theatrical style, 
rooted in Irish myth. The aim here was not simply stylistic, but anticolo-
nial: Yeats joined John Millington Synge and Lady Gregory in founding the 
Abbey Theatre in 1904 as Ireland’s national theater, with the ambition that 
the theater could provide the basis for a strong, independent, historically 
grounded national identity. But, following the 1907 riots surrounding Synge’s 
The Playboy of the Western World, Yeats became disillusioned with commer-
cial theater that could be disrupted by “the mob”—not the working class or 
peasants, but portions of the middle class who censured artistic expression 
on religious and moral grounds. He turned, instead, to what Elizabeth Cull-
ingford calls an “aristocratic populism” and a search for a private and poetic 
theater.30 Pound, meanwhile, having arrived unknown in London in 1908, 
quickly made a name for himself as a provocative avant-garde poet and edi-
tor. In the summer of 1914, Pound renounced his original poetic program, 
imagism, in response to the American poet Amy Lowell’s announcement of 
her own planned imagist anthology. Proclaiming that vorticism was what he 
had meant all along, Pound refined his artistic program to make a claim for 
poetry as a form expressing vigor and movement.

For both poets, Japan offered literary models that appeared to point the 
way out of the artistic impasses they faced. This turn to the East was part of 
a much longer engagement with “the Orient” as a source of formal rejuvena-
tion. For Yeats, there was a long-running investment in various orientalisms, 
seen in his interest in Indian literature and his relationship with Rabindranath 
Tagore, his fascination with Arabian art, Chinese history, and Japanese aris-
tocratic traditions. These interests were all tied to his commitment to the 
project of Irish nationalism; in each “oriental” permutation, he believed he 
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had found a parallel with which to reconstruct an ancient Celtic sensibility.31 
Pound, meanwhile, has long been recognized as invested in China/“China,” as 
seen in some of his most important works, such as Cathay and The Cantos.32 
A more recent wave of scholarship has reasserted the significance of Japan to 
Pound’s poetics, well beyond his famous interest in the haiku.33

Ito’s arrival in London came as a providential coincidence for both poets. 
London was the first place Ito had to make his way on his own—Yamada 
Kōsaku was back in Japan, and he no longer had the same familial support 
as in Germany. But he quickly established himself in a circle of Japanese and 
European artists by frequenting the Café Royal, a bohemian haunt popular 
with Japanese expatriates, where one could speak French and German free-
ly—a boon to Ito, whose English was limited. When he received a letter from 
his father urging him to come home, Ito responded that he was not ready to 
leave Europe, but could manage on his own. His father sent a final hundred 
pounds sterling for a return ticket, which Ito promptly spent. His friend the 
painter Augustus John introduced him to the conveniences of a pawnshop, 
which allowed Ito to live for some time, until November 1914, when he had 
pawned nearly all he owned. In a now-famous episode, he pawned his last 
necktie, and with the few coins he earned, bought a loaf of bread to make 
“bread soup” and put the remaining change in the gasometer. Shivering in 
his room from hunger and cold, his misery was interrupted by the painter 
Richard Nelson dropping by to bring Ito to dance at a party at the house of 
Lady Ottoline Morrell. Despite his protestations, Ito soon found himself at 
the mansion, and though dizzy with hunger, when Lady Morrell showed him 
a closet full of sumptuous “oriental” costumes he could wear for his dancing, 
he agreed to perform. To accompaniment by the chamber orchestra of Sir 
Henry Wood of the London Philharmonic playing Chopin, Ito performed the 
dance he had choreographed for his Dalcroze examination.

The following day, he received an invitation from Lady Cunard to perform 
that evening. He again performed the Chopin piece, repeating it twice more 
as an encore, as it was the only work he had choreographed at that point. 
Regardless, the high-society audience was taken with him. On the basis of 
these impromptu appearances, Ito earned a two-week booking at the Lon-
don Coliseum, running May 10 to 23, 1915. His program offered four pieces: 
Dance of the Green Pine, A Seated Movement, Japanese Lady with Umbrella 
and Fan, and A Fox Dance by Moonlight. As Ito later commented, “I was pro-
moted as a Japanese dancer, and needed to evoke a Japanese atmosphere. For 
this purpose, I created dances like Sho-jo or Fox.”34 The sense of compulsion 
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to perform Japanese was something Ito was already aware of from his year 
at Hellerau. With Ito’s first public appearance, he also developed his show-
man’s instinct, as well as a growing appreciation of how Japan—both “real” 
and imagined, could provide a fertile source of artistic inspiration.

Pound, meanwhile, was in search of someone who could demonstrate noh 
to him. In November 1913, Mary Fenollosa, widow of the recently deceased 
art historian and curator of Japanese art, Ernest Fenollosa, had sent to Pound 
the first batch of her husband’s papers, charging the young poet with the task 
of polishing and publishing them. He and Yeats spent that winter at Stone 
Cottage in Sussex, working over Fenollosa’s noh manuscripts. By this time, 
Pound was steeped in local discourses about Japanese aesthetics, and had 
become enamored of Japanese poetics: “In a Station of the Metro” had been 
published in April 1913, and his June essay “How I Began” delineated how Jap-
anese poetic models had illuminated his way to that poem’s structure.35 But, 
as David Ewick demonstrates, noh was to have a far greater and long-lasting 
influence on Pound, in terms of his approach to poetic structure, emotional 
evocation, and the idea of “unity of image.”36 Pound spent the first Stone Cot-
tage winter working on his “noh translations.” These plays were the result 
of several layers of translation: Hirata Kiichi, a scholar of English literature 
at the Higher Normal School in Tokyo, had been a colleague of Fenollosa’s, 
and had produced literal translations of noh plays for Fenollosa to read prior 
to seeing them performed.37 Fenollosa, working off of Hirata’s translations 
and marginal notes, began to compose literary translations of the plays, but 
died before he could finish. Pound then stepped in to complete the project, 
stamping on these plays his own artistic choices, which involved numerous 
instances of misunderstanding, mistranslation, and creative interpretation.

Around the time of Ito’s Coliseum performances, Ezra Pound sought him 
out at the Café Royal to request a demonstration of noh.38 Ito recruited two 
friends, the painter Kume Tamijurō (1893–1923) and his senpai, the writer 
Kōri Torahiko (1890–1924), to demonstrate noh to Pound and Yeats (and 
probably Edmund Dulac) in June 1915. This was the first of several demonstra-
tions offered by Ito and his friends. Both Kume and Kōri were better versed 
in noh than Ito; Kume had even trained as a child in the Kanze noh family. 
For this demonstration, the two sang noh utai while Ito danced—which Kōri 
later described as an “imitation of noh” and a “strange dance.”39 Here, as Car-
rie Preston has argued, although Yeats and Pound may have assumed that Ito 
offered an unmediated and reliable window into noh, his performance was 
much more complicated; Ito can simultaneously be recognized at this demon-
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stration as himself a student of noh, but also as an adaptive performer who 
had already been “disciplined by movement techniques” common to many 
repertoires of traditional Japanese performance and pedagogical technique.40

This demonstration is another of the mythologized moments of Ito’s 
London period. In his memoir A Classroom for Beauty, Ito recounted that 
when Pound requested that he teach him about noh chanting and dance, 
Ito responded, “My uncle is a noh enthusiast; when I was a child he often 
made me wear hakama to go see it, but on the whole, my impression is that 
noh is pretty boring. By no means should I become your assistant.”41 Though 
this exchange has become a mainstay of literature on At the Hawk’s Well, its 
source is Ito’s own postwar narratives. This is not to suggest that the conversa-
tion did not take place, but rather to highlight that this anecdote is also a pre-
cisely honed performance. While the story has been taken as evidence of Ito’s 
ignorance of noh (true enough), given that it comes from Ito himself, I take it 
more as a self-aware, purposive illustration of himself as modernist hustler: if 
the poets wanted noh, noh is what he would give them. Moreover, as is true 
throughout his memoirs, Ito’s anecdotes are written for a postwar, Japanese 
readership. His own turn to noh, as motivated by Yeats’s and Pound’s interest 
in the form, offered a lesson for Ito’s fellow Japanese: the turn to Japanese 
traditional arts—which emphasized a vision of Japan as supremely aesthetic, 
and as long predating its period of fascist totalitarianism and empire—could 
serve as a ticket to international engagement and appreciation for them, as it 
had done for him, thirty years earlier.

While noh was a foundational form for Pound’s poetic production, I do 
not believe the same to be true for Ito. Although Ito restaged At the Hawk’s 
Well on several occasions, he did not really experiment with noh as a form. 
It was not a productive spur, in the way that, for example, the mass pageant 
was to be. But Ito did embrace, and continued to use as the basis for his own 
choreography, Pound’s concept of vorticism, as informed by his notion of 
Japanese aesthetics.

Pound had, a year earlier, articulated why noh was so illuminating for his 
concept of vorticism: “I am often asked whether there can be a long imagiste 
or vorticist poem. The Japanese, who evolved the hokku, evolved also the 
Noh plays. In the best ‘Noh’ the whole play may consist of one image. I mean 
it is gathered about one image. Its unity consists in one image, enforced by 
movement and music. I see nothing against a long vorticist poem.”42 What 
noh unlocked for Pound was a way to deal with scale and temporal duration. 
Instead of plot, or development, there was Image, of such crystalline force 
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and layered significance, that the play could be experienced as an accordion, 
stretched out in its literary expression, but compressed around its rendering 
of the Image.

We see how this concept was vivified—and what it might have meant for 
Ito—in the program of poems and dances Pound and Ito put together in the 
fall of 1915. “Sword-Dance and Spear-Dance” was presented in a small theater 
studio in Kensington on October 28 and November 2 and 9. The program 
consisted of five of Pound’s translations of classical poems written in Chi-
nese by Japanese poets.43 These were recited by Utchiyama Masami, with Ito 
dancing, and a Mr. Minami accompanying on a flute. After Ito’s departure to 
the United States, Pound published notes from the performances along with 
his translations in the December 1916 issue of The Future. As Carrie Preston 
has traced, at least one or two of these pieces probably resurfaced later in Ito’s 
repertoire as Sword Dance, Kenbu, and Warrior.44

As Pound was quick to point out, these poems were not related to noh:

Among the finest things Michio Itow showed us, very different from the del-
icate women’s dances and fox-dance, the finer movements of which were lost 
and almost invisible on the Coliseum stage; different equally from the splen-
did and stately dances of the Japanese classical plays which need so much 
knowledge of Japanese history and literature before they can be fully com-
prehended, were the sword and spear dances which were seen by only a few 
people when he performed almost privately in a Kensington studio-theater.

Each dance was in itself a drama in miniature, having within the few 
lines of its text not only the crux of a play but almost the form and structure 
of full drama, Mr. Minami accompanying on a weird oriental flute and Mr. 
Utchiyama’s voice booming ominous from behind the curtain. Itow himself, 
now rigid in some position of action impending, now in a jagged whirl of 
motions, slashing with the sword-blade, sweeping the air with the long samu-
rai halberd.45

Pound here draws an important generic distinction: Ito’s solo compositions 
(the “delicate women’s dances and fox-dance”) as well as noh are both chal-
lenging genres to comprehend, the former because of its delicacy and the 
latter because of its rich allusiveness. Though he does not say it explicitly, 
Pound suggests by this comparison that the sword dances are graspable—
intellectually, emotionally, and artistically. Indeed, though he has just con-
trasted these pieces to noh, his description in the second paragraph, of dance 
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communicating the plays’ “crux,” “form,” and “structure,” suggests that he saw 
in the choreography exactly what he so valued about noh: the communica-
tion of a totality through a condensed Image.

The Image, for Pound, could not be a static one. The distinction Pound 
drew between imagism and vorticism was movement—a distinction that 
Ewick, Andrew Houwen, and others have traced to the poet’s understand-
ing of noh.46 Thus we have Pound’s characterization, at the beginning of his 
introduction to the sword- and spear- dances, of Ito: “Itow himself, now in a 
jagged whirl of motions, slashing with the sword-blade, sweeping the air with 
the long samurai halberd.” Pound’s very description of Ito’s dancing moves, 
following the choreographic shapes and the gestures that call up one scene 
and then another, the account evoking the energy unleashed in the dance. 
Ito does not simply carry out jagged, slashing movements, he becomes the 
“jagged whirl of motions”—his body both a representation of vorticism, and 
its instantiation.

I do not believe this was coincidence on Ito’s part. Rather, Ito’s choreogra-
phy of Pizzicati, either during or on the heels of his collaboration with Yeats 
and Pound, suggests that he was explicitly thinking about vorticism as a cho-
reographic mode. We see this best by returning to Ito’s sketch of the dance, 
which we might take not only as a kind of choreographic blueprint, but as a 
fantasy of what Ito envisioned dance could do. We might, most obviously, 
read this drawing as collapsing temporal duration into a single visual repre-
sentation. Thus, the various positions of the limbs indicate different positions 
that Ito’s body moves through, one after another. But we might also read the 
drawing as an indication of Ito’s choreographic desire—not a record of its 
actual choreography, but rather a record of the overall impression he intended 
the dance to impart. This interpretation—in line with the goals of the dance 
poem movement—sees that in this dance, Ito is everywhere at once; his limbs 
do not so much move through space, as occupy it all, simultaneously.

If we understand Ito’s vision for Pizzicati as one in which the body is 
able to exceed the constraining dimensions of time and space, such that one 
glance at the dancer shows him in full possession of both, then we can also 
understand Pizzicati as a dance that is about the particular expressive poten-
tial of dance itself. Indeed, I’d like to suggest here that Ito aimed, with his 
Sword-Dance and Spear-Dance, and especially with Pizzicati, to out-vorticist 
Pound, and to assert dance as the preeminent form of vorticist expression. 
In his “Vorticism” essay, Pound explains that the image underlying his Metro 
Station poem first imprinted itself in his mind as “splotches of colour”:
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That is to say, my experience in Paris should have gone into paint. If instead of 
colour I had perceived sound or planes in relation, I should have expressed it 
in music or in sculpture. Colour was, in that instance, the “primary pigment”; 
I mean that it was the first adequate equation that came into consciousness. 
The Vorticist uses the “primary pigment.” Vorticism is art before it has spread 
itself into flaccidity, into elaboration and secondary application.47

Here, Pound argues that any given powerful experience will impress itself on 
a subject through some particular sensation—color, sound, dimensionality—
and that the artist should, in fact, employ that qualia’s artistic corollary in 
translating that experience into art. I think Ito thought differently. Ito, though 
skilled at drawing, and an accomplished baritone, believed that dance was the 
“primary” pigment par excellence. This was a belief he imbibed at Hellerau, 
and it was to become one of the fundamental principles guiding his career. 
For Ito, dance was primary because it was, fundamentally, the intentional 
aestheticization of impulses registered within the body. Without the use of 
any outside tools—pen, brush, musical instrument—the body was its own 
expressive medium, capable of summoning into itself the Image, and then 
expressing itself as the Image, or, as Pound would put it, as a “radiant node or 
cluster; it is what I can, and must perforce, call a VORTEX, from which, and 
through which, and into which, ideas are constantly rushing.”48 Ito did not 
think of dance as a tool to create a poetic vortex, but rather, as the medium 
through which he himself could become the vortex.

Ito’s embrace of vorticism evinces the complicated nuances of his own 
shifting relationship to Japan, and how he saw other artists relating to it. To be 
sure, that Pound had found his inspiration for vorticism in Japanese aesthetics 
must have been appealing, and perhaps, personally validating. Moreover, as 
Christopher Bush and Diego Pellecchia have both suggested, Pound’s attrac-
tion to noh was not only stylistic or generic; noh contained “geopolitical” or 
“ethical” value for the poet.49 As Bush argues, in Pound’s vorticist program, 
the (moving, frequently extended) Image was not a “solipsistic moment, but 
rather a condensation of collective aesthetic experiences and traditions.”50 For 
Pound, noh expressed a more general, indeed, civilizational history, and crys-
tallized a public’s collective participation in that history. Noh thus served as 
a stylistic model, and also as a model of “selective inclusion” in the manner of 
epic—that is, a literary form that allows a community to see itself in its texts.51 
As Bush demonstrates, noh’s capacity in this regard was particularly signif-
icant because of Pound’s understanding, following Fenollosa in The Chinese 
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Written Character as Medium of Poetry, of Japan as the nation and culture 
that could best absorb and selectively merge Asia and Europe “in a new com-
posite type worthy of becoming a model for the world.”52 Ito may or may not 
have read Fenollosa/Pound’s The Chinese Written Character, which Pound 
was, with more and more irritation, trying to get published at exactly the 
time of his collaboration with Ito.53 At the very least, it seems likely that Ito 
would have encountered some of this essay’s ideas through Pound. Moreover, 
he assuredly would have heard about Pound’s conversations and correspon-
dence with the poet Yone Noguchi, who had been in London from October 
1913 to April 1914, visiting Stone Cottage that winter, and giving lectures on 
haiku at Oxford University.54 As Sato Hiroaki traces, Noguchi by that time 
had already become “a full-fledged ‘advertiser of Japanism’”55 (Noguchi’s own 
phrase), a loose ideology emphasizing Japan’s uniqueness and valorizing its 
traditional culture and “spirituality” in contrast to Western “materiality” (cap-
italism) and individuality. I suspect, then, that Ito paid particular attention to 
Pound’s pronouncements about Japan, precisely because the poet envisioned 
Japan as bearing an historic and artistic particularity that held universal (that 
is, global) significance, and this was, for Ito, an alluring and gratifying vision. 
Where, for Pound, noh was the art that condensed this collective tradition 
into an exemplary and revelatory form, Ito confidently envisioned himself 
as that condensation, and that selective repository. That is, Ito’s energy-
absorbing, vorticist fantasy upheld his own dancing body as representing, 
and mediating, a world-historical alignment of civilizations.

As others have remarked, there is a striking parallelism in that both Pound 
and Ito were imprisoned by the US during World War II and its aftermath. 
Particularly significant in this parallelism is the correspondence of Ito’s and 
Pound’s stated intentions in appearing to work against the US. In a 1936 let-
ter to the Japanese modernist poet and artist Kitasono Katue, Pound wrote 
that there were “two things I should do before I die, and they are contriving 
a better understanding between the U.S.A. and Japan, and between Italy and 
Japan.”56 Ito, meanwhile, stated in his internment trial that his recent (sus-
pect) activities in Japan had been for the purpose of “cementing friendly 
relations between the United States and Japan.”57 As Pellecchia has traced, 
Pound imagined that noh, if shared widely with the American public, would 
convince the US to turn away from war with Japan—a proposition he shared 
in personal letters and in public radio addresses from Rome.58 Ito, as I have 
suggested and will continue to elaborate, believed that dance could serve as 
the basis for both cross-cultural appreciation and a training of bodies toward 
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peace rather than war—and he explicitly and repeatedly brought this idea 
to high-ranking officials in Japan and the US. Both artists, then, insisted on 
the idea that art was the key to resolving international conflict—especially 
between Japan and the US—and that art could thus serve as the foundation 
for a new vision of a universal world culture. Moreover, both artists did not 
simply imagine art as the key to world peace; they fantasized themselves as 
its mediators. This, perhaps, is the shared vision of the vorticist, and the basis 
of Ito and Pound’s compatibility—an insistence that art could be both world-
making and self-making, and that these might be one and the same.

Whose Desire Is This?

If, in London, Ito developed a vision of dance—and himself—as central to the 
aesthetic-political expressive projects of artistic modernism, then we should 
expect this same deliberateness in his participation in his best-known work 
of the period, At the Hawk’s Well. And so, I want to consider how Ito under-
stood his role in this collaboration, and what desires, artistic and otherwise, 
he pursued, either for himself or as a knowing, willing circuit for others. To 
do so, I turn to two photographs of Ito taken by Alvin Langdon Coburn. In 
both photographs, what interests me are Ito’s costumes. The first is a studio 
photograph of Ito in a female-gendered noh kimono. The second is a photo-
graph of Ito, in his Hawk costume, in a garden (probably belonging to Lady 
Ottoline Morrell). These photographs, and the costumes Ito wears in them, 
tell us a great deal about how he understood desire—both that of his specta-
tors, and his own—as a force that structures performance. Both photographs 
also register Ito’s engagement with Japan—as the place where he grew up and 
to which, as a citizen, he still belonged, but also as a complex fantasy that he 
was as enthralled by, as were his collaborators and spectators. Rather than 
understanding Ito’s engagement of japonisme as a matter of acquiescence, 
abjection, or self-orientalizing, I suggest that Ito’s embrace of “Japan” as a 
mode of performance allowed him to set himself at the center of any number 
of overlapping and mutually constituting desires.

In the first of these photographs, Ito stands close to a wall, wrapping him-
self in the long sleeves of a women’s kimono, with one hand hovering deli-
cately below his chin. His head is encircled with a white band, and his eyes 
are downcast to the right, glancing out of the frame of the photograph. On 
the wall to his left is a hanging scroll ukiyo-e, “Tori-oi street singers for New 



Fig. 8. “Dancer Michio Ito” (Ito with ukiyo-e). Photo by Alvin Langdon Coburn, ca. 
1916, courtesy of the George Eastman Museum.



84	 FANTASIES OF ITO MICHIO

2RPP

Year celebration,” by Isoda Koryūsai.59 The ukiyo-e depicts two women, one 
holding a shamisen and the other a kokyū (both stringed instruments). They 
are tori-oi, literally “bird chasers”—street performers of the hinin (outcaste) 
class, who especially walked the streets of Edo and Kyoto around New Years, 
knocking on the doors of houses to sing for money. The tori-oi, who wore 
the finest cotton kimono allowed to their class, were thought of as highly 
charming and even, with their wide-brimmed hats, beguiling; at the same 
time, they were ultimately considered beggars, and as is so frequently the case 
with female performers, as disreputable women.60 Ito looks away from these 
beautiful street singers, but nonetheless mirrors them, at once embodying 
and parodying this clipping of Japanese theatrical and print culture.

This is a photograph of crisscrossing looks. And so, I want to begin by 
asking, who else is in Coburn’s studio? For whom does Ito enact this perfor-
mance, which lies comfortably on his body, and yet, because of the accompa-
nying picture scroll, so obviously also sits as citation? The American Coburn 
was part of the At the Hawk’s Well production group, and he was also part 
of a broader circle of modernist artists for whom Japan held a particular 
allure—as both a source of artistic renewal, and as a screen for homosexual 
desire. As Christopher Reed explains, Japan served as a culture “distant in 
time or place to forge identities that resist the pejorative terms of their own 
culture by imagining allegiance elsewhere.”61 Japan’s image as a land of pure 
artistry and as having a historical tradition of male-male intimacy offered 
a site for fantasies of aesthetic, queer expression. Grace Lavery observes of 
this period, “Aesthetic investments in Japan metastasized into libidinal ones, 
and vice versa; ‘Japanese young man’ became a euphemism for an effeminate 
aesthete; Japan was imaginatively transformed into a space of sexually dis-
sident utopian longing.”62 These longings structured the intertwined social, 
professional, and personal possibilities for a number of young Japanese 
men moving through Europe and the US, such as Ito’s more senior acquain-
tance, the poet Yone Noguchi.63 Ito’s presence in this scene, then, inevitably 
coalesced overlapping desires for the exotic and the erotic. I imagine that this 
studio session perhaps involved other spectators, others of the artistic circle 
invested in Japan and curious about this young Japanese dancer.

I also want to ask how Ito comes to wear this kimono, which is that of a 
female noh character? I don’t think the kimono belongs to Ito, since he was 
famously penniless in London. So I could say that someone (Coburn? another 
of their circle?) possesses a feminine kimono and has offered it to Ito. The 
camera’s gaze records the material traces of a culture of Japanophilia, as well 
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as, perhaps, desires for Ito in particular. But these have become inextricable. 
The desire for Japan represented by the purchase and possession of this gar-
ment is given an outlet when it is offered to Ito, the beautiful Japanese youth. 
We see here, then, desire as a continuous substance, where desire for Japan 
becomes desire for Ito, and the substitutionality of person, place, and thing 
that is a key feature of Euro-American japonisme again manifests as a capa-
cious kind of longing.64

But perhaps Ito himself chose the kimono from a trunk or closet in which 
there were both male and female Japanese garments. Perhaps he is titillated 
by this drag, running his hands over the silk and embroidery, luxuriating in 
the feel of the heavy cloth as he binds it against his torso. Ito’s pose is highly 
self-conscious and theatrical. His hand position, not a coded gesture from 
any Japanese theatrical repertoire, is generically feminine. Ito, at least, knows 
that this is a female garment intended for the theater, and he seems to step 
into the role with pleasure. The kimono was not an item of everyday wear 
for Ito during childhood. It was rather, a nostalgic garment specifically asso-
ciated with the theater. In the notebook he kept during his internment, Ito 
recalled a memory of going to the Kabuki-za with his mother, who, with her 
hair specially done, wore a black kimono and black crested haori (jacket).65 
Her beauty on that day, and her happiness to be so attired and for such an 
occasion, remained for Ito a cherished impression. Conversely, as his dis-
missal of noh to Pound revealed, he also found having to dress up in hakama 
(and thus, also kimono) to go see noh with his uncle to be rather tiresome. 
By the time he had settled into London, however, Ito understood the exotic 
allure and symbolic appeal that the kimono held for Japanophiles, suggesting 
aesthetic elegance and rich tradition. What the photograph captures, then, is 
the complicated development of Ito’s own desire for Japan—a “Japan” that is a 
mix of his own memories and threads of domestic discourse about Japanese 
“essence” as well as the orientalist projections of his European collaborators 
and spectators. Ito’s “Japan,” then, like all projections of a nation, is a fantasy, 
one that he embraces for the way its attributes can become his, and for the 
web of meanings and evocations that he can step into, wrapping around him-
self like the thick panels of the kimono.

Though he looks away from the camera, Ito intentionally and effectively 
holds its gaze. I sense, in this photograph, Ito’s awareness of the spectators in 
the room, and perhaps his enjoyment of being the object of their attention. 
There is an erotics here, to be sure, but not one we can or should pin down 
too pointedly. As J. Keith Vincent writes in a discussion of Mori Ogai’s The 



86	 FANTASIES OF ITO MICHIO

2RPP

Wild Goose, “The sexuality being enacted here cannot be localized within a 
single interiorized consciousness. It is distributed among all three minds in 
the scene, and that of the reader as well.”66 The erotics present in this pho-
tograph, coursing among Ito, the kimono, and ukiyo-e, the spectators in the 
room, and ourselves viewing the photograph, exceed any particular relation-
ship or sexual identity. I might say that it is the theatricality of this moment 
that serves as an erotic circuit: the acts of dressing up, of arranging the body 
into a pose, of holding still for the camera’s shutter—these are all acts in which 
consideration of the spectator is central to the circuitry of desire; watching 
and being watched are sources of pleasure. These are all acts in which desire 
is not about consummation, but rather the enjoyment of the thick palpability 
of desire itself.

The kimono Ito wears is richly decorated and looks to be of a fine mate-
rial. But there is something a little makeshift about this outfit as well. The 
white band tied around his head is reminiscent of the kazura obi, the head-
band worn by noh actors to hold down their wigs. But the female kazura obi 
that would match this kimono would be highly decorative, embroidered with 
flowers. White kazura obi are, instead, worn by male characters. It is as if Ito 
has found a white ribbon or strip of cloth to improvise a noh actor’s head-
piece; he is raiding the costume trunk. But it is also as if he is intentionally 
playing with the semiotics of noh’s gender performance, aware that even if 
his London spectators do not understand these signs, the overall sense—and 
allure—of gender ambiguity has been achieved.

It is rumored that in London, Ito had a relationship with the Chilean artist 
Alvara Guevara.67 Gossip, especially in queer histories, is a crucial kind of 
historical evidence. But Ito’s actual sexual practices are less relevant here than 
his awareness of desire as a force structuring the performer’s work, both in 
formal theatrical venues and in the more mundane or domestic spaces of the 
private salon or photography studio. In London, Ito learned to play with, and 
to weave together, his spectators’ desire for Japan with their desire for him, 
as well as his own desire for Japan, and his desire to be desired. That is, the 
act of “playing Japanese” that is present in this photograph is not something 
Ito does “for” others. Rather, this performance enacts his own fantasy, where 
much of the allure of that fantasy lies in the meanings his audience associates 
with Japan.

Ito, then, is perhaps not entirely dissimilar from the tori-oi he archly mir-
rors. To say that these female performers were driven to perform their street 
songs because of economic exigency and a rigid social hierarchy is true. But 
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such a statement does not account for the pleasures of performance, the 
thrill of being desired, and the joys of strolling the streets, finely dressed and 
singing. The hard, insecure work of hustling also involves the indulgence of 
becoming the stuff of fantasy—whether in the floating world of Edo’s wood-
block prints or of London’s studio photographs.

• • •

It’s worth a moment of surprise that the kimono Ito wore for Coburn’s studio 
session did not serve as the costume he wore for At the Hawk’s Well, and it 
was nothing like it. Instead, for the play he wore an Egyptian-inspired sheath, 
designed by Edmund Dulac with Ito’s input. The tunic, with a slit in the back 
to allow for free movement, may have borrowed from common attire at Hel-
lerau, while the costume’s long wings, which could be stretched out with the 
support of two hidden rods, may have nodded to kimono sleeves, but more 
obviously borrowed Loie Fuller’s “serpentine” technology to produce fabric 
in motion. Much has been written about At the Hawk’s Well’s relationship to 
Japanese noh—the ways in which it approximated elements from noh (inten-
tionally or not), and the ways in which it failed to do so (again, intentionally 
or not).68 The fact that Ito’s Hawk is Egyptian, by contrast, is duly noted in 
all treatments of the play, and then quickly explained by the group’s general 
ardor for all things “Oriental.” But for many of the production’s collaborators, 
Egypt held specific attraction. Not least was this true for Yeats himself, who 
during this period belonged to the occult Golden Dawn secret society and 
drew some of the play’s scripted rituals from the order’s rites.69 As we saw in 
chapter 1, Ito, too, was drawn to Egypt, as a site of “oriental” discovery and 
self-invention. These and other fascinations with Egypt condensed in the role 
of the Hawk, which seems to invoke the god Horus.

At the Hawk’s Well draws its source material from one of the legends of 
the Irish mythic hero Cuchulain, in addition to the noh dramas Hagoromo 
and Yoro. The well of the title, guarded by a mysterious Hawk-woman, con-
tains water that promises immortality. An Old Man, who has wasted away his 
life waiting to drink from the well, warns Cuchulain to leave. As they speak of 
the well’s soporific effect, which causes the Old Man to fall asleep every time 
the water bubbles up, the Guardian of the Well begins to dance, with mes-
merizing, hawklike movements. She lures Cuchulain away, and as the well 
water rises, the Old Man falls asleep. When Cuchulain rushes back on stage, 
the waters have receded—both he and the Old Man have missed their chance 
to drink the immortal water. Cuchulain again charges offstage, to fight the 
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warrior women whom the Guardian Hawk has called into battle, leaving the 
Old Man in solitude to again await the waters of the well.

Rehearsals began for At the Hawk’s Well in mid-March 1916. The group 
involved in the production put Ito at the center of Anglophone modernism’s 
fixation with “oriental” art. In addition to Yeats and Pound, the latter serving 
as stage manager, also involved were the illustrator Charles Ricketts, known 
as an expert in ukiyo-e; Edmund Dulac, known for his 1907 Arabian Nights 
illustrations, who designed the costumes and composed the score; and the 
photographer Alvin Langdon Coburn, who took pictures of the cast during 
a dress rehearsal. The other cast members were the actor, director, and later 
compiler of Yeats’s letters, Allan Wade, as the Old Man, and the Shakespear-
ian actor Henry Ainley as the Young Man. The musicians comprised Dulac 
on the drum and gong, along with a Mrs. Mann (singing and flute) and a Mr. 
Foulds (guitar). The group gave two performances, on April 2, 1916, in the 
drawing room of Lady Maud Cunard, and on April 4, at the home of Lord and 
Lady Islington.70 Spectators were a mix of the society and artistic elite, includ-
ing T. S. Eliot, Edward Marsh (Churchill’s secretary), and Queen Alexandra.

Ito’s famous Hawk’s dance, which induced Yeats to cut more and more 
lines of poetry as he saw the choreography express his words in embodied 
form,71 was described by Ito’s student, Helen Caldwell, who saw him teach the 
part to Lester Horton in 1929:

The dance performed by the hawklike Guardian, as composed by Michio Ito, 
was, in fact, a modified Noh dance—tense, continuous movement with subtle 
variations on its monotony, inducing a trancelike state in both personages 
and audience—but its increase in tempo was more rapid than in genuine Noh 
and the arm movement was broad and smoothly dramatic, recalling Egyptian 
representations of the hawk with spread wings and giving a feeling of a great 
bird’s gliding and wheeling.72

Caldwell’s description, like many others, frames Ito’s performance within the 
paradigm of noh, and then notes the suggestion of Egypt as a vague set of 
references established through the costume and choreography. But what if I 
shift the common weighting of frames here, to focus on Ito’s Egyptian Hawk, 
and to ask what she is doing here, in such a guise, in this modernist “noh” 
dance drama?

Evidence suggests that it was Edmund Dulac who suggested an Egyp-
tian Hawk. Such a suggestion fit with the artist’s general attitude—Ito later 
described him as “an exceedingly oriental person” (hijōni tōyōtekina hito).73 
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Ito then helped design the costume and worked out the climactic dance in 
accordance with this inspiration. Coburn’s rehearsal photographs give some 
sense of the dance and of how Ito created a choreographically “Egyptian” 
Hawk. In this image, there is a striking flatness to Ito’s choreography, much 
as if he were imitating the lines of figures painted in Egyptian tombs. To be 
sure, we see lots of movement; Ito spins, he flaps his arm-wings, he stomps. 
But when his torso is directed front, his face is still turned in profile; when 
his arms stretch out, one in front of the other, they do so across the picture 
plane, in a horizontal array.

This is, to be clear, Ito’s fantasy of Egypt, gleaned from artifacts in the Brit-
ish Museum and his own, desiring imagination. And the fantasy-status of this 
performance helps open up Ito’s role in this famous modernist event: perhaps 
Ito didn’t want to be “Japanese” all the time. Did the Egyptian tomb paint-
ings’ famous flatness feel especially resonant with Jaques-Dalcroze’s series of 
positions? The Hawk, then, is Ito’s fantasy, and I understand Ito’s imaginative 
transposition of this character as a sign of the magnitude of Ito’s ambition, of 

Fig. 9. “Michio Itō as the Guardian of the Well from W. B. Yeats’s play At the Hawk’s 
Well.” Photo by Alvin Langdon Coburn, 1916, courtesy of the George Eastman 
Museum.
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his desire. Egypt, which he had described in his memoirs as “the cradle of civ-
ilization,” was mythic enough to be the vessel of Ito’s desire for mythic status.

Ito’s period in London—his efforts to tie himself to the dance poem 
movement in Japan, his vigorous embodiment of Pound’s vorticism, and his 
performance as the Hawk—coalesced as the turning point of his career, the 
moment when he could start to lay claim to a place within the unfolding 
history of modernism. Just as he was to remain the “tragic image” of Yeats’s 
imagination long after he had departed London for New York, so too would 
Ito reappear as a poetic apparition in Pound’s Pisan Cantos74:

So Miscio sat in the dark lacking the gasometer penny
but then said: “Do you speak German?”

to Asquith in 1914

This is the story that marks Ito’s debut, his ascension from hunger and obscu-
rity to a place in London’s artistic world. Frequently read as evidence of 
Pound’s racial and political alignments, it is also a canny articulation of Ito’s 
own mythology. The scene describes the dinner held after Ito’s performance at 
Lady Cunard’s. Ito found himself seated across from a distinguished-looking 
gentleman who attempted to engage Ito on the topic of Japanese art. Frus-
trated at his inability to communicate, Ito asked to speak in German instead, 
to which the man laughingly agreed, and they amiably conversed the rest 
of the evening. Ito learned the next day that he had been speaking with the 
prime minister, H. H. Asquith, in the language of the enemy.

In Pound’s poetic recollection, the section turns on the “but” of the sec-
ond line. When we look closely, however, we see that the moment staged by 
this “but” is not what we might expect; it is not Lady Morrell’s invitation to 
perform at her salon, nor even the debut moment of his dance itself. Rather, 
the “but” marks the moment when Ito seizes the chance to navigate his own 
foreign status, and to make it the basis of his mythic allure. Pound’s descrip-
tion here is frequently read as a sign of Ito’s linguistic helplessness, if not gen-
eral naiveté. These lines in fact record a moment of charismatic aplomb, and 
genial, but certainly intentional, self-realization. When Ito left London for 
New York in September 1916, he carried with him this sense of having been at 
the center, and with the confidence that he could, again, draw audiences into 
his fantasies, and make himself into theirs.
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Chapter Three

Japoniste Collections

New York, 1916–1929

Ito’s 1927 Tango, set to Isaac Albéniz’s “Tango in D,” begins with a darkly clad 
figure emerging out of the shadows in a slow walk downstage. He wears the 
quintessential costume of the Latin dance—black pants, starched white shirt, 
black bolero, and black cordobés hat, the long brim obscuring the dancer’s 
face. As in Pizzicati, a spotlight set low at the front of the stage casts his 
shadow large against the stage’s backdrop. The principal steps of the dance 
are quickly introduced: simple half box steps with a drag of the following 
foot; pivot steps ending in low extensions of the leg; lunges back and forth in 
a plié second position, with a tilting up of the front foot onto its heel; slow, 
controlled pivot and soutenu turns. Occasionally, he delivers the expected 
foot stomp; twice, his fingers snap. Rarely moving beyond the area of center 
stage, the dancer moves back and forth along the diagonal axis, his direction 
more a function of shifting body weight than literal travel.

The tango was an immensely popular dance for early modern dancers 
and their audiences.1 Drawn from Argentina and alternately configured as 
Spanish, early modern dancers drew on the tango craze of the early 1910s, 
adapting the form for stage performance. For many male dancers, such as the 
famous, closeted modern dancer Ted Shawn, it offered a chance to exhibit 
a highly hetero-masculine persona, as it cast male and female in the dra-
matic tension of heterosexual pursuit. Embodying the familiar moves of the 
tango, dancers tended to take on the partnering, and thus narrative, inherent 
in its movement, even when choreographed as a solo. Ito’s Tango, however, 
is coolly restrained. Where other dancers heightened the tango’s smoldering 
sexuality, using its deep lunges and turns to seduce their partner or the audi-
ence, Ito’s version is a solo that enjoys its self-sufficiency. Brief, subtle rocking 
of the hips, and an almost imperceptible shimmy, which takes place more 
in the feet than the torso, is all that evokes the dance’s usual sultriness. The 



Fig. 10. Ito Michio in Tango. Photo by Toyo Miyatake, Toyo Miyatake Dance 
Collection, courtesy of Alan Miyatake.
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dance is melancholy, as if it retraces the memory of a tango, rather than viv-
ifying its usual drama. The shadow cast against the wall reinforces the sense 
of the dance’s solitariness, and even nostalgia. Exemplary of his dance poem 
approach, discussed in chapter 2, Ito takes up the tango, almost impossibly 
overdetermined in narrative and character, to meditate on the very idea of 
the tango and the desires it choreographs.

As restrained as it appears, Ito’s Tango is an expression of desire. Ito’s 
desires here, I imagine, are many: stepping into the role of male tango dancer, 
Ito explores the echoes of a seductive masculinity through a particular ethnic 
type—even as he refuses to enact its stereotyped machismo sexuality. This 
is, on the one hand, a fantasy of mastery, not of the missing female partner, 
but of the genre of tango and of its weight as a representative cultural form. 
But this is also the fantasy of being desired, longed for, and accruing power 
as the object of a desirous gaze. Even as this is a dance about solicitations 
of longing, it is, as I noted, remarkably self-sufficient. There is, within the 
dance’s small circle of movement, a withholding and a self-preservation, a 
will to outlast the exhaustion of more fiery expressions. Ito’s Tango allows, 
and indeed recognizes, that the audience will read onto Ito’s dancing body 
a variety of interpretations and expectations of race, gender, sexuality, and 
nationality. And yet, in this piece Ito leaves space for his own desires, for the 
indulgence of his own imaginative and corporeal fantasies. And in this play, 
between being a screen for others’ expectations, and standing self-sufficient 
in his own aspirations, Ito collects all these desires and holds them close, in 
the taut, charismatic, yet understated movements of his dance.

This chapter takes up the question of desire, and the fantasies that desire 
fuels, by interpreting Ito’s repertoire and reception through multiple signifi-
cations of the “japoniste collection.” The aesthetic framework for most of 
Ito’s performance in New York was “japonisme”—a term that broadly refers 
to the fascination with Japan, and the artistic production flowing from that 
fascination, notably (but not only) in Europe and the US, from the late nine-
teenth on through the early twentieth century (if not far longer).2 Many of 
Ito’s spectators, patrons, and collaborators were engaged in the phenome-
non of japonisme, and their appreciation of Ito cannot be disentangled from 
this particular form of orientalist enthusiasm. I also use the term to describe 
aspects of Ito’s own relationship to Japan—an attitude of aesthetic valoriza-
tion, innovative use of traditional forms, and self-conscious identification—
that he shared with many of his Japanese modernist peers. Recognizing Ito as 
“japoniste” emphasizes that his own relationship to Japanese aesthetics and 
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creative use of “Japan”/Japan was not necessarily natural, inherent, or authen-
tic, simply because he was Japanese.

Alongside japonisme, the collection provides a useful way to think about 
Ito’s navigation of the structures of imperialism, racialization, and aestheti-
cism that undergirded his time in New York. The collection has been under-
stood by many scholars as a practice of desire—acquisitive, possessive, erotic, 
fetishistic, and self-defining—but also as a primary mode by which Asia 
(with and without quotation marks) has come to be produced and known. As 
Charlotte Eubanks and Jonathan Abel write, “As a construct and product of 
powerful institutions from empires to nation-states, museums to universities, 
Asia has long been formulated at the level of the collection.”3 Ito’s japoniste 
collections manifested in his many concert dance and commercial entertain-
ment activities, from his experiments with Japanese performance forms and 
cultural referents to his participation in the genre known as “oriental dance.”

This chapter explores the intertwining of japonisme and orientalism, and 
the meaning of these politico-aesthetic formations not only to Western hege-
mony, but also to Japanese imperialism. Japonisme has been predominantly 
understood as an aesthetic phenomenon underpinned by Western impe-
rialism. But for many Japanese, the fantasy of Japan’s aesthetic supremacy 
was also entwined with Japan’s own imperial project, whereby the “universal 
appeal” of Japanese aesthetics could be seen as the artistic corollary of the 
political justification for Japan as a world power. Japonisme thus figured in 
the broader discursive concept of tōyō, which, as Stefan Tanaka has delin-
eated, was the historiographic and ideological concept of “Japan’s Orient”—
the notion of Asia as a counterforce to the West, with Japan as its leader.4

As he established himself in New York, Ito found immediate opportuni-
ties within the genre of “oriental dance,” in which dancers presented pieces 
that corporeally imagined—and claimed to be from—“the Orient.” In “ori-
ental dance” group recitals, such as the presentations of Adolf Bolm’s Ballet 
Intime, Ito appeared as a kind of Japanese curio within larger “oriental” col-
lections. As his choreographic reputation grew, Ito also put together his own 
“oriental dance” collections, and in this, his status as a subject of imperial 
Japan is crucial. For Ito’s “oriental dance” activities can be understood not 
only as an expression of Western orientalism, but also of tōyō, by which Ito 
stood as a kind of imperial collector himself.

Both as Japanese collector and as Japanese curio, Ito’s participation in “ori-
ental dance” involved presumptions of access and racial structures of objec-
tification. The concept of the fetish, then, with its history of imperial trade, 
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racial objectification, and psychoanalytic sexual desire, is an apt framework 
for thinking about Ito’s performances in New York. I propose that precisely 
when Ito was framed as an abjected, fetishized object, he could also be seen 
as an object that itself collects the desires of those around him. Intertwining 
these desires with his own, Ito pulled in spectators, patrons, and other artists 
as participants in his alluring performance of self. In this chapter then, Ito 
appears as both collectible object and object collector.

As newspapers noted, Ito was extraordinarily busy in New York. In addi-
tion to my argument about desire and the japoniste collection, this chapter 
tracks many of Ito’s activities in order to provide a full sense of his endeav-
ors, and to lay the groundwork for events and thematics that will emerge 
in later chapters. Ito’s thirteen years in New York, from 1916 to 1929, saw 
him truly establishing his career as a dancer, and expanding his reach into as 
many spheres of artistic production as possible. In concert dance, he devel-
oped a substantial repertoire that included numerous “interpretive” works, 
such as En Bateau (Debussy, 1919), Ecclesiastique (Schumann, 1922), Caresse 
Dansée (Scriabin, 1926), and Passpied (Delibes, 1927); as well as a robust array 
of “oriental dances,” such as Siamese Dance, Chinese Buffoon, and Gypsy 
Dance (all 1921, accompaniment unknown); Chinese Spear Dance (1927) and 
Impressions of a Chinese Actor (1928) (both to musical accompaniment by 
Maurice-Joseph Ravel); and Lotus Land and Mandarin Ducks (both 1928, 
to Cyril Scott pieces). Ito drew not only from “oriental” sources and rising 
modernist approaches for his repertoire, but also from popular culture. A 
dance such as Golliwog’s Cakewalk (1917), set to Debussy’s composition of the 
same name, involved complicated performances of cross-racial identification 
and appropriation; Ito’s experience of racialization in New York was part of 
a much broader landscape of US racial logic, though the presence of Black 
racialization only occasionally surfaces in the archive.

Nearly from the start, Ito refused to be confined to concert dance, work-
ing in theater (both experimental and commercial), teaching, and working 
as a dance and arts advocate. Spanning concert dance and theater, he pro-
duced a number of Japan-engaged pieces, including noh, kyōgen, and kabuki-
inspired productions such as the 1918 Tamura at the Neighborhood Play-
house, dances such as Te no odori (unknown, 1917) and Kappore from Suite 
Japonaise (Yamada, 1918), and regular appearances at charity benefits for 
Tsuda College in Tokyo. In 1919, Ito joined with his former teacher Miura 
Tamaki, to help stage a pageant representing Japan as part of the World Peace 
Festival in Washington, DC.5 Ito also worked in commercial venues providing 
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choreography for large-scale endeavors, such as The Mikado at the Royale 
on Broadway (1927) and the Habima Players’ production of Turandot at the 
Manhattan Opera House (1929), and he produced and choreographed his 
own Broadway revue, Pinwheel Revel (1922). He supported himself through 
an active teaching practice, giving private and group lessons in studios across 
the city, which eventually supplied him with dancers for his own company. 
He also became a more general advocate for modern dance, spearheading 
the creation of a dancer’s guild, and drawing up plans for a housing and per-
formance complex for dancers in the city. In 1923, Ito also married one of the 
dancers in his troupe, Hazel Wright, a union that was the topic of many news 
stories, as a proxy for the nation’s broader anxiety about miscegenation, as I 
will examine in chapter 4.

Collecting is often thought of as a material practice; collectors collect 
objects. What might it mean, instead, to collect dances? As such, collecting 
is not simply a matter of amassing repertoire, though repertoire is, of course, 
a straightforward answer to this question. Rather, collecting dance can be 
understood as a practice of possessive self-definition, and as an iterative prac-
tice of desire. If, as Susan Stewart has put it, collections are “objects of desire” 
then Ito in 1920s New York reveals the close relationship between being a 
curio and being a curator, and how production of self can unfold from the 
interplay between these two positions.6

Japanese Universalism

In 1917, a writer for Vogue rhapsodized, “To see him dance is suddenly to 
seem to see a thousand silken paintings, and wood-carvings, and paper 
screens, and lacquer lockers, and dwarfed gardens, and falling petals of pink 
blossoms, jiggled into momentary oscillation and lyric, living ecstasy.”7 This 
reaction echoed the reception afforded the shinpa actress Sadayakko twenty 
years before, and patterned the reception of innumerable Japanese perform-
ers after Ito. White audiences did not simply see Ito as representative of what 
they perceived as Japan’s uniquely artistic culture, they also saw him as a 
breathing, moving—but no less collectible and consumable—embodiment of 
Japan’s material production.8

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Japan enjoyed a rep-
utation in the West as a country of extraordinary artistry, a land of dedicated 
artisans, preindustrial craftsmanship, and an aestheticism that pervaded 
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every person, even in the most mundane activities, as Christopher Bush, 
Christopher Reed, and Grace Lavery, among others, have shown.9 This was 
a reputation that Japan itself carefully devised in its bid to have the unequal 
treaties of the 1850s and ’60s revised. The country’s exports, its presence at 
international expositions, and its negotiations around immigration were all 
geared toward producing an image of Japan as a civilized nation, equal to the 
Western powers, through its reputation for artistry. As Bush, in particular, 
has traced, the effect of this campaign, as well as the ardent fascination with 
Japan exhibited by artists in Europe and the US, was that Japan was not sim-
ply seen as deeply artistic, but rather, as so supremely aesthetic as to repre-
sent a sort of universality of artistic expression.

Ito’s reception in New York recapitulated all the tropes of this framework. 
As the Vogue article continued, “The dancing of Michio Ito is authentic, 
because it tallies absolutely with all that we have ever seen exemplified in 
all the other arts in which the Japanese excel.”10 Ito’s reception, as a Japanese, 
was deemed legible and pleasing because it conformed to the expectations of 
spectators who felt they were already familiar with a Japan that they encoun-
tered through material objects—at home, in restaurants, and on stage—a 
world of goods whose popularity marked the multiple waves of what was 
known as the “Japan craze.”

Barbara Thornbury and Rosemary Candelario have each drawn attention 
to a long-running mainstream US cultural paradigm of “Japanese perform-
ing artists as purveyors of cultural heritage, an understanding that was then 
unconsciously transferred to any artist who was seen as ‘authentically’ Jap-
anese, even if that artist’s practices were not actually traditional.”11 As Can-
delario shows, the American “kabuki discourse” (Thornbury’s term) that 
asserted a fundamental continuity in Japanese culture was so sticky that 
even butoh and other avant-garde performers such as Eiko & Koma were 
absorbed into its vision of Japanese timelessness and tradition. While Thorn-
bury and Candelario’s studies both analyze artists working after the Asia-
Pacific War, the vision of Japan as a realm of aesthetic tradition was already 
widely accepted by the late nineteenth century, and this vision guided Ito’s 
reception as well. On the one hand, as we will see, Ito and his peers read-
ily performed versions of classical Japanese theater, accommodating white 
American spectators’ interest in Japan’s traditional arts. On the other hand, 
they freely presented programs in which these traditional forms were shown 
alongside their modern dance experiments. This amalgamation, done with 
very little framing, may in fact have helped lay the ground for the continued 



98	 FANTASIES OF ITO MICHIO

2RPP

notion that Japanese artists all draw from some putatively shared cultural 
essence, a notion that, as Candelario underlines, still impacts contemporary 
Japanese artists today.

In this section, I analyze several of Ito’s japoniste performance activities 
to understand how the paradigm of Japanese universal aestheticism offered 
Ito both a certain artistic imprimatur and the freedom to experiment with 
modern forms. Within Ito’s japoniste activities, I highlight those he created 
with fellow Japanese artists Yamada Kōsaku and Komori Toshi. Ito’s collabo-
ration with Yamada and Komori parallels his noteworthy, if limited, engage-
ment with the local New York community of Japanese immigrants, who were, 
likewise, interested in what Ito’s artistic achievements might signify for more 
general opportunities for Japanese people in the US. I also consider Ito’s 
teaching practice, in which he framed Japanese aestheticism as a foundation 
that could allow his students—regardless of background—to express them-
selves as individual artists.

Ito’s early years in New York are rich in japoniste engagement. Midori 
Takeishi and Carrie Preston have both insightfully analyzed Ito’s numerous 
Japan-related projects in New York, in terms of their modernist, noh, and 
musical elements, and their reception in the mainstream New York press.12 
Here, I home in on Ito’s japoniste activities in 1918, because they are some of 
his most notable engagements with Japan-sourced material, but also because 
they foreground a crucial though sometimes overlooked aspect of his work: 
far from being the singular Japanese artist alone in New York, he frequently 
collaborated with other visiting Japanese artists, most notably the composer 
Yamada Kōsaku and the dancer Komori Toshi. Yamada (whom we met in 
chapters 1 and 2) was already an important composer in Japan; he was also 
important to Ito, as both a friend and mentor, and as the person who had 
introduced him to the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute in Hellerau. Komori Toshi 
(1887–1951), meanwhile, shared Ito’s initial performance training in Tokyo, 
and had collaborated with Yamada and a third friend, Ishii Baku, on the dance 
poem experiments discussed in chapter 2 (and who briefly visited Ito in New 
York in 1924). Like Ito, Komori developed a repertoire that moved between 
interpretive and “oriental” dance; following his stay in New York with Ito, 
Komori moved to Paris, where he spent the bulk of his career, from 1922 to 
1936, and established the Ecole de Danse Orientale in Montmartre.13

Ito’s 1918 programs were notable for the way they accentuated a contem-
porary Japanese perspective and intentionality. In February, Ito presented a 
dance recital, assisted by Komori and Tulle Lindahl (Ito’s dance partner from 
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1916 to 1919), in which a majority of the pieces were new. The titles of these 
pieces were given in romanized Japanese, without a translation—a contrast 
from his first eighteen months in New York. For music, Ito used original mel-
odies arranged by Lasalle Spier, who also provided live accompaniment. By 
April 1918, Yamada had arrived in New York, and the three collaborated on a 
recital that featured a dance portion, a mime play called The Donkey written 
by Ito with music by Spier, and the noh Tamura. For the dance and mime 
play portions, Ito was again assisted by Komori and Lindahl. Komori and 
Ito each danced a new piece by Yamada, who provided musical accompani-
ment; Komori performed Harusame (Spring Rain) and Ito performed Nikki 
no ippen (A Page from a Diary), the dance poem that Ishii Baku had origi-
nated in Tokyo two years earlier. As discussed in chapter 1, Yamada used the 
title “A Page from a Diary” for more than one musical composition; it is not 
clear, therefore, whether Ito danced to the same piece as Ishii had, or whether 
he simply engaged in the same creative process, whereby a page from Yama-
da’s diary was used as the basis for the poetic expression of a feeling of a day. 
Together, the three forms of performance found in this April program—the 
noh play, the mime play, and the modern dances—offered a complex gloss on 
Ito’s engagement with Japanese forms. Under the title “Modern and Classic 
Japanese Pantomimes and Dances,”14 the group used their spectators’ famil-
iarity with, and desire for, Japanese traditional arts as an opening to present 
their own modernist experimentation.

Another recital in April, at the Greenwich Village Theatre, offered a pro-
gram primarily featuring new pieces by Yamada. As Takeishi has shown, 
this recital foregrounded Yamada’s experiments in adapting traditional koto 
works to the practices of European modernist composers such as Scriabin.15 
Ito performed his sword dances from London, and both he and Komori (with 
Lindahl) created new choreography for Yamada’s compositions, such as “Petit 
Poem, Vision of Hope,” “Blue Flame, Mystic Ballet,” and “Kappore, Suite Jap-
onaise.”16 The three friends thus freely wove material from traditional Japa-
nese instrumentation and folk music with European references and aspects 
of their training. Unhindered by programmatic loyalty to national forms, 
their gloss on modernist expression espoused an aesthetic receptiveness and 
cosmopolitan belief in cultural amalgamation.

Ito, Komori, and Yamada’s efforts at modern Japanese expression 
coalesced in their production of At the Hawk’s Well at the Greenwich Village 
Theatre on July 10, 1918. For this production, Ito, Komori, and Lindahl danced 
the three roles, while Yoshinori Matsuyama, Anne Wynne O’Ryan, Gwendo-
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lyn Gower, H. Asheton Tong, and Martin Birnbaum chanted the verse. The 
music, composed by Yamada, was performed by musicians listed as Ichikawa 
and Sakan. The art dealer Martin Birnbaum arranged to have sent over the 
original production’s masks and costumes designed by Edmund Dulac. The 
most evident change in this version of the play was the music: Takeishi has 
found that while Dulac attempted to approximate traditional noh music in 
structure and by employing Japanese scales, Yamada composed a “simpler, 
folk-like style colored with a light Japanese tint” for harp accompaniment. She 
also notes that Yamada did not compose new music for the Hawk’s dance.17 
While Ito’s choreography may not have significantly changed, the overall shift 
in music suggests a subtle alteration in the meaning of Japaneseness signi-
fied by the production. Whereas in the London version traditional Japanese 
instruments and musical composition served to guarantee the production’s 
“Japaneseness,” in New York, Yamada felt free to compose for the harp. This 
version was “Japanese” because of the artists involved in the project, who 
nevertheless felt free to pursue their own artistic interests under the guise 
of this modernist noh. Across the spring and summer of 1918, Ito’s collabo-
rations with Komori and Yamada bear this sense of artistic self-sufficiency. 
While they certainly all contended with the expectations of tradition and 
authenticity held by white US spectators, they seem to have felt no compunc-
tion about hewing to their own artistic goals.

Though Ito and his friends primarily performed for a dominantly white 
and elite audience, they were aware of another set of spectators, whose inter-
est was important even if they never made it to the theaters in which Ito 
performed. These were the members of the Japanese immigrant community, 
who took a clear interest in Ito’s activities. As Mitziko Sawada has detailed, 
these immigrants were notably different from many of their West Coast 
counterparts, in that they usually came from more elite backgrounds and had 
higher educational and professional status.18 They were, as Sawada suggests, 
drawn to the US not necessarily out of economic pressure, but because of 
the fantasies that New York represented to them: bourgeois success, urban 
identification, romantic love, American adventure, and national expansion. 
But life in New York rarely matched these fantasies, as they found that the 
only jobs open to them were positions in menial labor, as domestic workers, 
fairground booth operators, and cooks. Ito then might have felt like a peer, 
in terms of his similar background, but he also stood out because he had 
managed to retain his elite status on coming to the US—a feat he had accom-
plished through his work as a dancer, another kind of physical labor, but one 



Japoniste Collections	 101

2RPP

that could parlay Japan’s reputation for aesthetic achievement into personal 
advancement.

Reading through commentary in the newspaper Nyū Yōku Shinpō, it is 
clear that Japanese immigrants in New York found Ito to be a compelling and 
instructive figure. Readers recognized in Ito the ongoing endeavor to use Jap-
anese art to assert Japanese enlightenment and equality with Western pow-
ers—a strategy embraced by both the Japanese government since Meiji, and 
by leaders in the Japanese immigrant community in the US and elsewhere.19 
For many, Ito’s performances were not only examples of Japanese achieve-
ment, but being primarily aimed at white audiences, they offered insights 
into white perceptions of Japan and Japanese art. For example, a feature on 
Ito’s production of Tamura interviewed one Helen Rosenthal, described as an 
“American” (beijin), who shared with the paper that even though she could 
not understand the play and its traditions, she found it exceedingly beautiful.20 
Detailed descriptions of Ito’s concerts paralleled the English-language press’s 
reception, but with the Japanese community’s distinctive take. For instance, 
being familiar with actual Japanese noh, the Nyū Yōku Shinpō characterized 
Ito’s Hagoromo, in January 1923, as “performed in a new style,” recognizing in 
the music and movement the innovations being carried out under the name 
of noh.21 Similarly, in a review of Pinwheel Revel (to be discussed shortly), the 
journalist suggested that the contrasts present in the program would “entice 
the strange tastes of Broadway’s kind”—a subtle commentary on how mem-
bers of the Japanese community might have viewed New York’s center of 
theatrical entertainment.22 Ito drew notice as far away as California, as one 
writer observed that Ito was at the center of a “Japan craze” in the theater.23 
Again and again, Ito marked a point of cultural strength that the Japanese-
language press in New York hoped might translate into increased respect in 
the increasingly restrictive and threatening years leading up to the Immigra-
tion Act of 1924, with its total foreclosure of Japanese immigration to the US.

It is not only that members of the Japanese immigrant community took 
an interest in Ito. There is evidence as well of Ito beginning to make ties with 
the Japanese community in New York, hints of the kind of relationship he 
would fully develop in Los Angeles. He ran ads for his dancing classes in 
the Nyū Yōku Shinpō, and even placed a casting call for four Japanese girls 
who had kimono to perform in his 1922 Pinwheel Revel—assuring interested 
readers that they would simply need to stand, silently, on the stage.24 While 
the papers frequently encouraged their readers to attend Ito’s recitals, I have 
found no record of their attendance. But the attention directed his way, and 
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Ito’s efforts to involve Japanese individuals in his activities, suggest that in 
New York, Ito began to work out possibilities for tying his aesthetic perfor-
mances of Japaneseness to the local population, a relationship that he would 
fully materialize in Southern California in the next decade.

In New York Ito also laid the groundwork for the development of his 
teaching practice, which in California and back in Japan after the war was to 
be one of his lasting legacies. Ito first opened a summer school at Dobbs Ferry 
in 1918, and then a school at 9 East 59th Street in November 1919. By October 
1920, he had moved to a studio at 1400 Broadway. In 1924, he was teaching 
in a studio at 61 Carnegie Hall, a popular place for teaching dancers, but by 
early 1925, he had moved to Chatsworth Roof, at 344 West 72nd. In February 
1926, John Murray Anderson opened a school with Robert Milton as part of 
Anderson’s new Park Avenue Theatre. There, Ito taught interpretive dance 
with Martha Graham.

The itinerant nature of his teaching probably reflected both his tendency 
to become involved in new endeavors and the difficult economics of dance 
instruction, even when it was an important source of income. Many of Ito’s 
students became members of his troupe, performing with him in New York 
and joining a US tour in the late ’20s. But a distinguishing feature of Ito’s 
teaching, compared to his peers’, was his eagerness to set up his students in 
their own careers. Around 1928, he began presenting his students in individ-
ual recitals, offering his experience and name recognition as a way for them 
to debut as solo artists. The mainstream press took notice of Ito’s success as 
a teacher; as the Times observed, “Ito’s protégés have a way of distinguish-
ing themselves. Not so long ago Martha Lorber, Angna Enters and several 
dancers only slightly less well known were members of his ensemble. For that 
reason it may be interesting to note that the ensemble which will appear with 
him in his concert at the Golden Theatre this evening is made up of Isa Ellana, 
Lillian Shapiro, Beatrice Seckler, Sylvia Heller, Mercedes Krug and Margue-
rite Hirth.”25 Such noting of Ito’s students in press coverage was common in 
New York, and, in the following decade, in Los Angeles; it suggests Ito’s real 
talent in teaching.

Ito taught his students the audience-pleasing “oriental” dances that could 
be a reliable source of income. But even as he did, he framed his teaching as 
imparting the very opposite of ethnic type: expressive individuality. An ad 
for his classes placed in Vogue in November 1920 exemplified this stance, 
explaining, “Everyone has his own feeling and his own expression; dance as 
you feel and as you want—that is the better dance for you than any other 
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kind. I will not teach you as others do; I will stand by your side as assistant 
and advisor and help you make your own dance. I sincerely hope that many 
dancers of this kind will come into this world and that is why I have started 
my school.”26 The emphasis on developing a student’s individuality as a dancer 
certainly had roots in the philosophy at Hellerau, which embraced rhythmic 
movement as a way to restore to each individual their own internal balance 
and expressiveness. But what is striking is how Ito advertises himself as a 
catalyst for self-expression and self-realization. That is, individuality here is 
not something casually arising, but rather something that must be carefully 
nurtured, with the guidance of an expert such as Ito. Though he advocated an 
individualized, deracinated approach, the assurance of his method’s efficacy 
was the unspoken imprimatur of Japanese artistry, and Ito’s promise that he 
would, somehow, pass this exceptional aestheticism on to his students.

In some respects, it was, perhaps, the pervasiveness of the fantasy of an 
artistic Japan that allowed Ito to maneuver and create space for himself as 
an artist. But, as I will suggest in the next section, sidestepping the japoniste 
expectations held by his audiences, patrons, and students seems to have 
involved aligning himself instead with the broader fantasy of the East, or, the 
Orient. We might thus understand the complicated performance of self that 
he offered the critic Harriette Underhill in a 1917 interview:

So this form can do other things besides dance in the sunlight. He is learning 
of the material things which he declares is all that the Western world knows. 
The Eastern world knows only of the spiritual. “So!” he said, as he placed 
one little brown fist in the palm of the other hand. “You see this fist, and you 
would say: what is this fist made of? We would see only this Shadow and we 
would say: what does this Shadow mean? In my dancing it is my desire to 
bring together the East and the West. My dancing is not Japanese. It is not 
anything—only myself.”27

The feature overflows with condescending orientalism and frank racism. But 
within Underhill’s treatment—and, indeed, in response to it—Ito makes some 
interesting moves. Invoking the East/West binary, he first characterizes him-
self as part of the “we” of the East, only to reject this association with a claim 
of utter individuality. Scholars have taken this quote to mean that Ito wanted 
to escape this binary and the collapsing of his identity with a Japanese ste-
reotype. Surely, he did. But I think this passage is far more complicated, in 
part because Ito is the one who introduces the East-West dichotomy, through 
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the trope of a spiritual East and material West. Originating with Sakuma 
Shōzan’s modernizing directive “tōyō dōtoku, seiyō gakugei” (Eastern eth-
ics, Western technology), the idea of an East abundant with spiritual riches 
and a West excelling in material technology had become a commonplace in 
Japan, but also elsewhere in Asia, showing up in Qing discourse and Indian 
nationalist writings. With his use of “we,” Ito indexes himself as inheriting 
this tradition of Eastern spiritual wealth. But, he demonstrates this spiritual 
capacity through what might be understood as a material technology—that 
of gesticulation—thereby asserting his mastery over the tools of the West as 
well. Ito deploys this performance to proclaim his individuality. And in the 
process, he shows himself to be an adept puppeteer, one who can produce 
visions of both “East” and “West” in accordance with his spectators’ desires. 
Ito’s insistence that he is only himself, then, is not, in fact, a refusal of these 
terms, but an astute performance of his ability to draw from the putative 
essences of both civilizations, in the creation of a superior artistic capacity. 
As we will see, this rhetoric drew on the well-developed notion of Japan as 
a uniquely assimilative nation that could, so the argument went, stand as a 
mediator between East and West.

“Oriental” Intimacies

For Ito, “the Orient” was a fantasy inseparable from theater. From the splendid 
stage settings of the 1912 Shakka production at Tokyo’s Imperial Theatre to 
Lady Ottoline Morrell’s closet of sumptuous garments in London, for Ito, the 
Orient was a sensuous experience of costume and theatricality. The intoxicat-
ing thrill of being in the theater and on the stage, subject to one’s own embod-
ied fantasies and aware of being the object of others’ gaze, is the foundation of 
this sense of theatricality and allure. The Orient, for Ito, is a theatrical fantasy 
of embodiment, in which the dazzling feeling of being on stage affords the 
perceptual, corporeal opportunity to substitute one body for another. But the 
Orient, for Ito, was also a theatrical site where his status as an objectified, 
orientalized performer intersected with his status as a subject of imperial 
Japan. On both sides of this equation there was slippage between “Japanese” 
and “Oriental.” In this section, I reconsider the early modern dance genre of 
“oriental dance” and Ito’s participation in it, by drawing attention to Japan’s 
own orientalist paradigm “tōyō.” I argue that in his “oriental dances,” Ito was 
positioned both as a collectible, “oriental” object, but also as an embodied 
representative of Japan’s growing imperial presence in Asia.
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As scholars such as Yutian Wong and Priya Srinivasan have demon-
strated, “oriental dance” was a genre fundamentally constructed out of white-
ness, wherein predominantly white, female practitioners exerted artistic and 
social agency through their embodiment of the freedoms associated with an 
“oriental” corporeality.28 But the genre also involved performers like Ito, who 
were themselves Asian or from Asia, and whose involvement complicates 
the genre’s racialized representational schema. When Ito became one of the 
original principal dancers in Adolf Bolm’s Ballet Intime in 1917, he joined in 
a performance of the Orient that fulfilled his own theatrical yearning and 
participated in an organizing orientalist logic.

The Ballet Intime was founded in July of 1917 by Bolm, a former Ballets 
Russes principle who had remained in the US after the end of their 1916–17 
tour. Though the Ballet Intime’s first season took place during the summer 
theatrical off-season, the company’s reception was enthusiastic, and critics 
celebrated the opportunity to see such different artists assembled together. 
As Vogue described, “For his Ballet Intime, Mr. Bolm assembled a num-
ber of great artists from that dreamful and meditative world that lies east 
of the present battle-line in Russia.”29 In addition to Ito, the principals were 
Roshanara and Ratan Devi, both Englishwomen who, through a mix of per-
sonal exposure to India and the effects of performance itself, essentially lived 
and worked under “Oriental” personas.30 In the company of these three, Bolm 
himself also read as “Oriental”—Russia being popularly imagined as some-
where in between Europe and Asia proper. Supporting these principals were 
the British Mary Eaton and the Danish Tulle Lindahl.

The structure of the company, with representatives “from” different Asian 
traditions, cohered with the paradigm of the Orient-as-collection, as can be 
seen in an illustrated feature on the different members of Ballet Intime. This 
was a practice of ordering the exotic as a comprehensible and categorizable 
display, seen everywhere from the ethnographic exhibitions at World’s Fairs 
to the arrangement of curio cabinets in bourgeois domestic interiors.31 In 
“oriental dance,” this collection was staged either across a group of dancers 
who each specialized in a particular tradition (as in Ballet Intime) or by a 
single dancer who would take on diverse “oriental” representations in a single 
program (as in the model of Ruth St. Denis). In both cases, “oriental” dancers 
insisted on the authenticity of their practice, rooted in personal experience 
or dedicated research. The genre offered audiences both an aesthetic and an 
ethnographic experience, in which supposedly authentic glimpses of “orien-
tal” traditions could render the exotic familiar. The Orient-as-collection also 
offered an epistemology of the Orient: by encountering different specimens 



Fig. 11. “Manhattan Nights and Exotic Entertainers,” by Alfred J. Frueh, 
source unknown, 1917. Jerome Robbins Dance Division, New York Public 
Library for the Performing Arts.
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on a single program, spectators could come to know the Orient as a whole 
through its diverse, assembled parts.

Notably, “oriental dance” offered this epistemology through movement, 
as embodied knowledge. It was, then, a corporeal corollary to what Thomas 
Richards has argued was the archival obsession in the ordering of the British 
Empire—“a fantasy of knowledge collected and united in the service of state 
and Empire.”32 But collecting knowledge through bodies is not simple. Because 
“oriental dance” was a genre predominantly made up of white performers, 
bodily identity was not required as a guarantee of authenticity. Rather, a per-
formance’s convincingness was attributed by predominantly white critics to 
either the dancer’s biography and exposure to a given “oriental” culture, or to 
dedicated research they had carried out in the traditions they represented. 
This background information (always highly publicized) was then confirmed 
in the performance itself—the recognizably exotic costumes and gestures 
served to corroborate and materialize the dancer’s claim to expertise. And so, 
when each dancer performed, their representation, carried out through the 
body itself, appeared truthful, an authenticity seemingly guaranteed by the 
body, even as it was actually produced by the genre’s constitutive theatricality.

In Ito’s case, because he was already “Oriental,” the significations of “ori-
ental” representation were laminated onto his body, settling on him as hyper-
significations, layers of “real” upon bodily “real.” And this was a “real” that not 
just his spectators, but Ito himself embraced, and understood as a meaning-
ful characterization of his identity. This is what Michelle Carriger teaches us 
to expect of theatricality: “Theatricality (representation untethered to truth 
value) precedes truth, thereby structuring which knowledges will be accepted 
as knowledge.”33 That is, it is the seeming artificiality and excessiveness of 
theatricality that are the source of its transformational and meaning-making 
power. Moreover, the collusion between theatricality and embodiment helps 
explain Ito’s own identification as an “Oriental.” Between the allure of theatri-
cal spectacle and the fantasies it allowed Ito to step into, and the embodiment 
which appeared to authenticate and naturalize his claims of intimate under-
standing of “the Orient,” Ito began to understand himself as an exemplary 
representative of not only the fantasy world of “the Orient,” but of its “real” 
corollary—Asia.

Here the importance of Ito’s experience in “oriental dance” for his later 
allegiance to imperial Japan’s New Order in Asia becomes evident, as the 
dance genre’s representational logic cohered with the particular ideology of 
orientalism in Japan. As Stefan Tanaka has shown in his foundational study, 
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beginning in early Meiji, Japanese intellectuals recognized the need to chal-
lenge Euro-American notions of a civilized, modern West (and a decayed, 
preindustrial East) by developing a countervailing paradigm of a regional 
Eastern culture—tōyō.34 In penning a history to support this construct, these 
scholars accepted both the framework of Western thought that asserted a 
narrative of civilizational development, and the notion of “the Orient” as 
a place of exotic alterity and an idealized but outmoded past. Tōyō offered 
Asian nations their own civilizational path and narrative of progress, and in 
this narrative, Japan could emerge as both preeminently modern and par-
adigmatic of this civilization. Japan thus belonged to tōyō, but also devel-
opmentally stood apart from it. For Ito, the paradigm of tōyō allowed him 
to position himself as included in the Orient, a native informant, and to be 
outside of it, as a mediating curator.

Ito’s positioning—of, and outside of tōyō—materializes across the wide 
range of his “oriental dance” activities in New York. When Ito performed as 
part of the Ballet Intime, he stood as the representative of Japan, alongside 
Roshanara and Ratan Devi’s representations of India, Bolm’s representation 
of Russia, and featured guest artists. In this case, he fulfilled the principle that 
Japan was part of tōyō, a close member of the geographic, cultural, and histor-
ical fantasy known as the Orient. But Ito also carried out projects in which he 
(and Japan) stood apart from “the rest” of Asia, or served as its paradigmatic, 
and therefore exceptional, leader. In February 1922, Ito organized a series of 
“Oriental Evenings” at Central High School in Washington, DC, which fea-
tured educational lectures in addition to a program of dances, each evening 
representing a different nation—Japan, India, and China. In June of the prior 
year, Ito gave a dance recital at New York’s Princess Theatre that featured a 
typical program of embodied representations of Japan, Siam, Mexico, “the 
Gypsy,” and China. In both of these programs, only some pieces explicitly 
engaged with Japan. Instead, pieces that seemed to reference a broad geog-
raphy suggested that all these representations might be subsumed under the 
aegis of “Japanese.” In his role as curator, Ito thus positioned Japan as the 
exemplar that stands apart; having inherited tōyō’s essence, Japan is framed 
as administrator and mediator between Asia and the West.

Ito developed a robust repertoire of “oriental” dances in the 1920s. But, 
notably, an even greater number of his “oriental” pieces were choreographed 
for dance partners such as Tulle Lindahl and Angna Enters. For his first New 
York recital, in December 1916, Ito choreographed “Sakura Sakura” to the 
Nutcracker’s Chinese Dance for Lindahl. From one perspective, this piece is 
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one more instance of the geographic and stylistic mélange that is oriental-
ism’s calling card. From another, we see the logic of tōyō at work: the “Chi-
nese” music is subsumed as Japanese under the dance’s title “Sakura Sakura” 
(Sakura, or cherry blossoms, being emblematic of Japan, both domestically 
and internationally). Here, Japan has not simply absorbed China, but also 
takes over the West’s “oriental” epistemology of China, a wresting of control 
signified in both the use of music from the Nutcracker, and in the setting of 
the choreography on the Danish Lindahl. Meanwhile, some of Ito’s other part-
ners, such as Kohana and the Russian Sonia Serova, presented their own cho-
reographies within his programs, a structure resembling the “Oriental Eve-
nings,” in which Ito represented the curatorial, administrative role for other 
“oriental” presentations. Through his partners’ bodies, the imperial impera-
tive took shape as a choreographic imperative. Moreover, as Kushida Kiyomi 
has shown, Japan soon had its own robust genre of “oriental dance,” which 
may have been precipitated by the work of Teiko Ito (Yuji’s wife), who visited 
in 1934. By the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937, “oriental 
dance” had become a mainstay of the major revue theaters.35 Through these 
and many other dancers, the paradigm of tōyō became an embodied episte-
mology that—even as it may have looked exactly like Western orientalism—
contained Japan’s counterargument and its own claims of supremacy.

The genre of “oriental dance” thus structures a particularly embodied 
form of imperial access that takes on complex meaning when carried out by 
a Japanese dancer such as Ito. Nayoung Aimee Kwon and Janet Poole, both 
theorists of Korean literature, have argued for a reconsideration of ch’inil, an 
idiom describing Korean acts of collaboration with colonial Japan, to take 
seriously the tense implications of the term’s literal meaning: “intimacy.”36 
Kwon redefines intimacy “as an unstable play of affects informed by desire, 
longing, and affection—all of which coexisted with the better-known violence 
and coercion undergirding empire.”37 The intimacies of empire that Kwon 
traces—in Korean writers’ ease in writing in Japanese rather than Korean, in 
their wish to be recognized by Japanese literary societies, and in their con-
flicted strategies of self-representation— speak of personal desires for suc-
cess, for acceptance, for self-recognition, funneled through the structures of 
Japan’s imperial violence. Though ch’inil describes the position of colonized, 
abjected Korea, this is necessarily an intimacy felt by the colonizer as well, 
though on very different terms.

To understand “oriental dance” as a kind of colonial intimacy is to envi-
sion the absent bodies whose clothing is then filled by the imperial dancer. 
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It is to attend to the kinds of presumed closeness and the sense of access 
that allows for this substitution. For the majority of “oriental” dancers, their 
lauded authenticity was predicated on relationships—with teachers, domes-
tic workers, husbands—which comprise forms of intimacy in which one body 
teaches another the physical positions and bodily movements that make up 
a dance, while also inhabiting different positions of power. Thus, Roshanara 
learned her first dances from the family nursemaid,38 and Ruth St. Denis 
arranged for private lessons on each stop of her and Ted Shawn’s 1925–26 
tour of Asia.39 These are intimacies in the sense that Kwon and Poole have 
delineated (though from the other side of the equation), and they are forms 
of proximity and access facilitated by class, race, and indeed, as Laura Ann 
Stoler has established, empire.40 But unlike many of his peers, Ito’s represen-
tations of other “oriental” traditions cannot be traced to any particular rela-
tional moment. Instead, Ito’s intimacy asserts itself as inherent in his position 
as Japanese, positing not only that he has a right of entry to other “orien-
tal” cultures, other “oriental” bodies, but also that, as a Japanese subject, he 
already knows the rest of the Orient. It is with this understanding of intimacy 
that we might recognize the significance of tōyō as an embodied practice. In 
Ito’s “oriental” dances, where he could position himself as both of and beyond 
the Orient, the theatricality of these danced fantasies induced a kind of cor-
poreal knowledge and sense of self. In these performances, it was the fantasy 
of intimacy itself—the idea of a regional interconnectedness as tightly bound 
as family—that undergirded these acts of bodily substitution and costumed, 
theatrical possession.

Selling and Sublimating Japonisme: Pinwheel Revel

Ito’s primary focus, and the sphere in which he continually negotiated the 
meanings of “Japanese” and “Oriental,” was concert dance. But Ito was also 
active in more commercial outlets, ranging from large Broadway produc-
tions to private engagements in the drawing rooms of society women or as 
entertainment on New York’s elite charity circuit.41 Ito’s Broadway activities, 
for which he usually provided original choreography and dance training, 
included productions such as Eyes of Buddha (1921), Ching-a-ling (1927), and 
the seemingly obligatory Mikado (1927) and Madame Butterfly (1928). Ito 
was not unusual, among early modern dancers, in working in the commercial 
theater; what is obvious, however, is that in Ito’s assignments he was also 
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implicitly being asked to provide “oriental” authentication via his own Jap-
aneseness. And Ito evidently enjoyed these projects; their scale—in budget, 
spectacle, and audience—appealed to his long-standing enjoyment of theat-
rical grandeur, as well as to his belief that artistic dance belonged everywhere.

Ito’s commercial activities have frequently been treated as excusable, but 
unimportant, deviations from his artistic work—a distinction he sometimes 
embraced, in line with elite modernism’s general differentiation between high 
and popular culture, and in line with many early modern dancers’ efforts to 
establish their work as art, rather than as mere (sexual) entertainment. Like-
wise, part of the appeal of Japanese aesthetics to Western consumers was the 
fantasy that Japanese art-making took place outside of industrialized, alien-
ated modern production, allowing, as Christopher Bush has shown, for the 
Japanese-produced thing to be imagined as the “exemplary anticommodity.”42 
Ito understood how this fantasy attribution could translate to live perfor-
mance: Japaneseness, staged as an ineffable aestheticism, could be used to 
legitimize as “artistic” otherwise roundly commercial forms of entertainment. 
This power, he recognized, was key to the valuation of “Japaneseness” as its 
own kind of commercial product. Ito’s canny use of sublimated, but always 
signaling, Japaneseness is most evident in his own large-scale production, 
the 1922 Broadway-style revue, Pinwheel Revel (also called Pinwheel Review).

The concept for Pinwheel was to bring Greenwich Village uptown, for 
curious audiences more accustomed to Broadway fare. Starting around the 
1890s the Village had become a locus for the New York avant-garde, the 
New Woman, and a gay refuge.43 These cultural dissidents rubbed shoul-
ders with recent (primarily European) immigrants, leading to the neigh-
borhood’s reputation as a cosmopolitan melting pot, where languages, cus-
toms, and mores were all undecided. The confirmed appeal of Greenwich 
Village’s counterculture artistry soon led, particularly in the theater, to an 
exportation to Broadway of Greenwich Village productions/companies that 
could capitalize on the neighborhood’s reputation. This included the Green-
wich Village Follies, the Washington Square Players, and the Provincetown 
Players. Indeed, the Provincetown Players’ move uptown was occasioned by 
the 1920 runaway success of Eugene O’Neill’s Emperor Jones, for which Ito 
originated the role of the Congo Witch Doctor in a prime instance of racial 
fungibility in theatrical casting.44

Pinwheel was envisioned as part of this uptown export. To carry out the 
business side of this endeavor, Ito partnered with the prolific Broadway pro-
ducer Richard Herndon. Worried, however, that “solemn dances, in large 



112	 FANTASIES OF ITO MICHIO

2RPP

numbers”45 would not sell tickets, Herndon and then Ito importuned pro-
ducer and comedian Raymond Hitchcock to underwrite the show and appear 
as its comic host. What finally opened was a nearly four-hour program of 
concert dances interspersed with sideline commentary and comedic sketches 
by Hitchcock and comedian Frank Fay. The New York Tribune described 
the show: “The program indicates an Indian-Spanish-Yiddish Bat Theater. 
It includes character and classical dances, pantomimes, voice, novelties and 
folk-songs.”46 Ratan Devi (under the name Ragina Devi) performed items 
from the “oriental dance” repertoire; Ito’s brother Yuji sang; Yasashi Wuriu 
performed a traditional Japanese dance. The program also contained music 
visualizations, rhythmic settings, animated tableaux, and interpretive dance 
numbers, including the premiere of Ecclesiastique, which would become an 
important piece in Ito’s concert dance repertoire. Although the production 
was quickly trimmed to a more manageable length, it closed after a month.47 
The Tribune called it “a sober and erudite dancing festival,”48 and Gordon 
Whyte, writing for Billboard, commented, “It is novel and very, very artistic 
with a big capital A. If that’s your idea of a good time, you will have it at the 
‘Pin Wheel.’ Otherwise you had better keep away.”49

The production’s artsyness was thus loudly proclaimed—both the basis 
of its allure, and its potential for producing boredom. Its artistry was also 
code for the elements of Village culture that caused midtown audiences anxi-
ety (and interest)—most obviously, its reputation for queer sexual freedom.50 
This concern was apparent in Hitchcock’s nightly framing of the show with 
the story of its origination: it was, we are told, Ito’s tearful pleading that con-
vinced Hitchcock to join the show: “Ever susceptible to the plaintive sobs of 
the Japanese, he was unable to withstand the importunities of Mr. Itow.”51 
Or, as Variety put it, “Hitchy just can’t stand tears.”52 Here, Hitchcock’s ten-
der responsiveness to Ito is immediately disavowed through his very acqui-
escence: the circulation of affect that is suggested as homoerotic through the 
effeminizing presence of tears works; that is, it achieves its intended effect of 
moving Hitchcock. But in yielding, Hitchcock steps back into a more stably 
hetero-masculine role, as the sideline commentator who lampoons and bur-
lesques, and who, from this position, insists that he is outside of the corporeal, 
emotional artistry taking place center stage. Similarly, Fay’s job was primarily 
to act as an audience plant, a role that by its beleaguered, indignant nature 
is “straight.” Indeed, all of the descriptions of Hitchcock and Fay’s antics sug-
gests that their presence served as a comedic masculine straightening device 
wrought upon the queer sincerity of the dance program.
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This framework was reiterated in one of the show’s most popular num-
bers. As Variety described:

The following number was one of the best bits of the evening. It was called 
“Languor, Ecstasy and Languor.” Really an idea-art among tramps. Actually a 
vein of burlesque, for the tramps could only be nances. The morning music 
of the birds awakens six hoboes, all in white, but in rags. They come from 
behind the hedge, one by one and dance in pairs or ensemble to classical 
music. There was no doubt about the way this number got across, the house 
giggling all the way. For the close, each “bo” returned to his natural state and 
lay down to rest.53

The male tramps, seemingly the opposite of the city’s burgeoning numbers 
of female modern dancers, perform their own dance to birdsong and classi-
cal music. The lampoon of the production’s own serious dance numbers is 
carried out through a burlesque of gender and sexuality. Not only are these 
tramps “nances” (a contemporary term for effeminate men), they are engaged 
in homosexual intimacy, as suggested by their dancing in pairs. That the audi-
ence “got it” and giggled in response suggests the touristic pleasure—both tit-
illation and unease—that spectators found in Pinwheel’s staging of the Village 
bohemia. Such moments were, however, neutralized through the produc-
tion’s general reliance on scantily clad female dancers, whose presence was 
intended to satisfy a putatively male heterosexual gaze. The New York Clipper, 
for instance, described a dance performed by Margaret Pettit, “who did a 
breath-holding bacchante garbed in a few leaves which looked every minute 
as though they were about to drop to the floor.”54 And as Variety commented 
of the production’s costumes, “Enough of the bare leg and bare feet to meet 
the appetite of Broadway is a fact. Costumes of the drapery kind, and not 
much of them, never fail to have slits, that the freedom and view of the entire 
leg may be had.”55 The production’s primary dramaturgy and published crit-
ical opinions all privileged the spectator as male, heterosexual, and anxious 
about queer intimacy. But we are free to imagine various queer spectatorial 
positions present in the audience, for whom stagings of male-male intimacy 
or female skin might have offered other pleasures, even from the conserva-
tism of a midtown Broadway house.

Among these representations of sexual taste and titillation, the significa-
tion of Ito’s Japaneseness to the production’s reception is overdetermined. In 
the show’s origination story, Ito’s Japaneseness is linked to the act of impor-
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tuning and to the eliciting of effeminate tears, as well as to a sense of irresist-
ibility, given Hitchcock’s acquiescence. Meanwhile, in reviews of the show, 
“Japaneseness” as either an identity or an aesthetic marker can only be rec-
ognized in critics resorting to descriptions commonly used in discussions of 
Japanese aesthetics. For instance, Life Magazine singled out the “reproduc-
tion of Degas color tones” in the costuming and setting for one dance num-
ber, and observed of the production as a whole, “It is made up almost entirely 
of extremely modern dance numbers, some of which are reduced to terms of 
such simplicity and economy of effort as to be rather dull, and others of which 
are unusually fine.”56 Ito’s skills of pictorial arrangement, his attentiveness to 
color, and the descriptors “simplicity” and “economy of effort” (though not 
entirely positive here) might all be taken as signs of the discourse of Japanese 
artistry. But they also mark the production’s general artsy impenetrability, in 
which Ito’s Japaneseness was absorbed into the broader characterization of 
Village bohemia as tantalizingly, confusingly foreign.

While Pinwheel was a commercial failure, this made it appealing for dance 
critics—a just-emerging professional category. The Times wrote, “But Michio 
Itow, who is responsible for most of the dance numbers, has provided a num-
ber of extremely lovely moments as well as not a few that seemed rather 
footless. So much of it all is good, however, that it seems rather a shame that 
it isn’t better.”57 The general consensus was that Herndon had been mistaken 
about the necessity of the comedic bits; the dance was, in fact, the best part 
of the show. And so, after splitting with Herndon, Ito reopened it at the Little 
Theatre (now the Helen Hayes), in August of 1922. Life Magazine observed, 
“In its new form, it is frankly without comedy  .  .  . and is much more as it 
should be. . . . [With] unusual dances [such] as the Faun and Nymph, [. . .] the 
extraordinary dancing of Josephine Head and Phyllis Jackson, and the work 
of Michio Itow himself.”58

It was, in the end, Pinwheel’s financial failure and its original generic 
ambiguity that led critics to esteem it as a win for “Art.” As the dance critic 
John Martin was to write eight years later, in a discussion of Ito’s wide-
ranging activities, “Sometimes Ito is engrossed in turning out a beautiful and 
artistic failure in the way of a musical revue, such as the ‘Pinwheel’ of cher-
ished memory.”59 The contradictions found in the production were, I think, 
characteristic of Ito. Always called to give his audiences what they wanted 
and expected of him, Ito gave them everything they wanted, all at once—
scantily clad girls and nods to same-sex attraction, modernist choreography 
and revue kicklines, solemnity and silliness, “Broadway” entertainment and 
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“Japanese” aestheticism. This was, then, another form of the collection, and 
of Ito’s attentiveness to the desires that collections hold. What often seemed 
the disorganized and overly ambitious result of his enthusiasm for large-scale 
theatrical productions might also be understood not merely as a refusal to 
be pigeonholed, but as a capacity to provoke multiple, and often contradic-
tory desires—and to be remembered, in the aftermath, as somehow satisfying 
them all.

Fetish Subjects

Ito made his modern dance reputation through his solo and group choreog-
raphy. But some of the most striking archival traces of Ito are photographic 
and written remains that are not documentations of his dance practice at 
all, but rather are records of his performance of self, as a nexus of desire. I 
close this chapter by lingering on two of these—a photograph from Nickolas 
Muray’s studio series on Ito, and Ito’s memoir recollection of his episodic 
relationship to the famous ballet dancer, Vaslav Nijinsky. Both of these help 
us think about how Ito navigated being a racialized, male dancer in the US. At 
times he acceded to being perceived as, and indeed constructed himself as, 
a kind of fetish object; the persistence of this emphasis on his own enduring 
materiality might, in the end, have been a practice of survival.

That Ito was constructed by the US press as a sort of Japanese art object 
is unavoidable. Among many examples is this from the Baltimore Sun: “He is 
a slender Japanese boy, as clean cut as an ivory netsuke.”60 The netsuke, that 
sought-after Japanese collectible, is a miniature sculpture, small enough to 
fit in your pocket. Its weight reassuringly bumps against you as you walk; its 
cool, hard contours offer an inviting surface to rub your fingers against, pri-
vately, within the draped folds of your trousers or jacket. The netsuke, then, 
is the paradigmatic Japanese fetish object for the Japanophile. The Baltimore 
Sun critic’s characterization of Ito as a netsuke evokes the rigid representa-
tional paradigm of the effeminized, infantilized Asian male in white suprem-
acist discourse, a discourse that Ito was subject to in the United States.61 For 
example, in 1917, a reviewer for Vogue magazine wrote:

The Japanese are a tiny race; and, in consequence, their art is tiny.  .  .  . But 
the Japanese, though physically small, are astonishingly alert. . . . We should, 
therefore, expect to find in the folk-dances of the Japanese these two har-
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monic notes of imaginative diminution and astonishing activity; and this 
expectation was satisfied by the performance of Michio Itow. The dances that 
he showed were all imagined on a little scale and executed with superlative 
alertness.62

The review’s lexicon—“diminutive,” “agile,” “alert,” “swift”—rolls through the 
standard stereotyping phrases by which East Asian subjects were pinned 
down, a vocabulary that, though frequently marked by romantic racialism, 
could quickly shift into a negative register, signifying childishness, untrust-
worthiness, and effeminacy. These dominant images were part of the legal, 
economic, and social structures in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
US that, as David Eng has influentially shown, formulated Asian American 
masculinity as both racial and sexual difference.63 In Ito’s case, his work as a 
dancer made these tropes seem even more overdetermined. As Yutian Wong 
writes, “Ito was viewed as an acceptable ‘Oriental’ as long as he inhabited an 
attenuated masculinity. Doubly effeminized as a male Asian dancer, Ito was 
further asexualized through descriptions of his dancing.”64

And yet, the characterization of Ito as a netsuke is anything but asexual-
ized. Indeed, it seems likely that some of Ito’s allure lay in the tense relation 
between a dominant discourse of asexualized Japanese masculinity and his 
evident appeal to people of both sexes. Such an apparent contradiction helps 
contextualize, for instance, Vogue’s recommendation of Ito as a dance artist 
who would be suitable for the “discreet hostess” to summon to her parties 
as “home entertainment.”65 Like a netsuke, which offers private aesthetic and 
tactile thrills, Vogue’s framing of Ito might also be understood as the presen-
tation of a fetish object, a figure who could be imagined to supplement the 
various lacks and anxieties held by his patrons.

The fetish, as a concept, emerges through formulations of religious prim-
itivism, then economic commodity worship, and then psychoanalytic sexual 
perversion. As Anne McClintock has traced, the fetish took on particular 
explanatory power in the emergence of European mercantile culture in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as European traders sought to estab-
lish systems of valuation that simultaneously enabled trade with Africans 
while affirming European superiority. McClintock highlights the formative 
role of imperialism in securing the fetish “as the embodiment of an impos-
sible irresolution.”66 As she and others have delineated, this repetitive scene 
of imperial encounter produced racial fetishism, the ambiguous desires that 
make up what Leslie Bow calls “racist love.” But, as Bow goes on to delin-
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eate, the fetish in Asian American racialization is not only an expression of 
objectification, symbolic castration, and fantasies of racial/sexual dominance. 
It is also an ambiguous and ambivalent site of pleasure and self-making for 
the Asian American subject. Bow points to a fraught continuum of Asian 
American engagement with the fetish, from Anne Cheng’s reading of Nancy 
Kwan’s performance as Linda Low in Flower Drum Song as a form of self-
fetishization to various examples of “Asian Americans as the makers of fetish 
objects,”67 who, in their “seeming self-objectification, [.  .  .] offer a twist on 
racial-sexual voyeurism.”68 To recognize Ito as just such a maker of the fetish 
is to understand him as not merely a collectible object, one among many 
dancers whose putative exoticism drew white spectators, but rather, as a col-
lectible object who collected desires in turn. The fantasies by which racial 
fetishization forms its attachments thus run alongside those self-making fan-
tasies, held, and projected, by objectified subjects themselves.

The contours of these fantasies take shape in a series of photographs of 
Ito taken by the portraitist Nickolas Muray. These images manifest Ito’s own 
ability to attract, and to hold, the desires of those around him. Muray was a 
Hungarian-born photographer and Olympic saber fencer, whose Greenwich 
Village studio was a key site in the neighborhood’s legendary atmosphere 
of bohemia, sexual permissiveness, and funneling of popular culture into 
modern art.69 His own long affair and friendship with Frida Kahlo resulted 
in a series of stunning photographs that represent an extraordinary project 
of self-fashioning and collaboration. Muray was also passionate about mod-
ern dance; he frequently attended dance concerts in New York, and wrote 
reviews for Dance Magazine. This interest is also apparent in the numerous 
photographs of dancers within his oeuvre—both well-known performers and 
anonymous subjects—whose frequently nude, sculpted bodies offered spec-
imens of human physicality. Among such subjects were Ted Shawn, Ruth St. 
Denis, Martha Graham, Mikail Mordkin, and Doris Humphrey. Ito’s inclu-
sion in this oeuvre marks both his success as a dancer in the New York scene, 
and his involvement in the Greenwich Village art world, in which erotics and 
aesthetics each sublimated the other.

The series taken of Ito uses two gold-foiled, chest-high flats, suggestive 
of short columns, as background, and in about half of the photographs, he 
is nude. In one of the photographs, Ito stands facing sideways, but with his 
torso turned out to the viewer and his downstage arm drawn back, almost as 
if he were pulling the string of a bow. His fingers instead graze his own chest, 
delicately resting there and casting a shadow on his skin. His upstage arm is 



Fig. 12. “Michio Ito,” photograph by Nickolas Muray, ca. 1922–1930, courtesy of the 
George Eastman Museum, © Nickolas Muray Photo Archives.
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bent up with palm out and open, and his head bends gently down, so that his 
eyes seem to look not so much at his hand, but through it. His legs are bent, 
both heels raised, as if in a stylized runner’s position. Not only does the pose 
suggest extraordinary balance, but it shows off every single line of muscle 
and tendon, his front hamstring looking less like flesh than carved stone, and 
his calves rippling with sinew. The chiseled line of his downstage thigh also 
serves to mostly obscure his crotch; only a whisper of pubic hair is visible, 
blending into the shadow cast by the twist of his torso.

In this photograph, Ito might seem almost more sculpture than human. 
With the light gleaming off of his taut skin and every line of musculature 
perfectly rendered, the gold-foil columns that frame his body evoke folding 
screens and thus read as signifiers of Japaneseness here. Muray’s depiction 
of Ito, a gleaming, tense statue, can be read as just such a Japanese fetish, an 
adoring objectification through aestheticization. And yet, this photograph is 
not as narrowly orientalist as it might first appear. The gold columns were 
Muray’s standard studio prop; they appear in many other portrait series, and 
both Ito’s nudity and sculptural pose are characteristic for Muray’s oeuvre, in 
which dancer-as-statuary was a common theme. Moreover, Ito is assuredly in 
control of his posing; across the series, bodily positions appear that are rem-
iniscent of his dancing and choreographic method. Ito then is a co-creator in 
this image—not just the photograph itself, but the effects of desire and repre-
sentation brought forth by it, pointedly through a dance lexicon.

The photograph, in this case, might be a lot like Linda Low’s mirror and 
Cheng’s reading of Kwan’s performance in it—a reflection, incontrovertibly 
bound up in gender and racial norms, that nevertheless provides a site of 
image- and self-making. That is, Muray’s photographs of Ito might involve 
the kind of mirrorlike awareness that Kwan/Low uses in her performance of 
feminine self-sufficiency and pleasure. As Cheng writes, “Pleasure is to be 
found in the very specularization of the self. The three-way mirror acts as a 
literalization of what is going on specularly in that scene: not just how I see 
myself or how others see me but how I see others seeing me.”70 In contrast to 
Kwan/Low, Ito never looks at the camera in this series. Nevertheless, he is 
minutely aware of the camera; his sense of its gaze is a deep part of the sus-
penseful, expectant aspect of these photographs. Instead of looking at us with 
his eyes, seeing us see him, it is as if he looks back with his entire corporeality 
and its expansive, kinesthetic awareness.

The strange power of the fetish is to hold us. And Ito does hold us, in his 
charismatic, tense magnetism. As Rey Chow has suggested, collections are 
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attachments; they are objects that produce an emotional bond often seen as 
obsessive, fetishistic, and excessive.71 This is a story usually told with a focus 
on the collector, acquirer, or admirer of the object—but what of the “object” 
itself? If we think of Ito as a man positioned as a collectible object within a 
white-supremacist cultural logic of imperial-racial possession, then he is also 
one who reveals this logic by collecting desire in turn. Thus it is possible to 
imagine how Ito captured attachments, drawing desirous looks to himself, 
accumulating the sheen of being in demand. This was, of course, a precarious 
valuation, contingent on the associated estimations of his cosmopolitanism, 
the Japanese reputation for aesthetic expression, and his performance of a 
domesticated exoticism. But this tense, taut photograph discloses his ability 
to modulate these projections into a position from which he could take pos-
session—if not of himself, then of the desires of those around him.

• • •

If Ito performed himself into a resonant fetish subject, then he did so with 
an awareness of another dancer who was similarly positioned—the Ballets 
Russes star Vaslav Nijinsky. Across Ito’s postwar memoirs and magazine arti-
cles, he penned a series of accounts detailing his relationship with Nijinksy.72 
As discussed in chapter 1, many of these stories may be fabrications, but 
that is not to say that I consider them to be untrue. Rather, as fantasies, they 
reveal intimate truths about Ito’s own desires. They are discursive perfor-
mances that reveal the ongoing performance of self that sustained Ito across 
the exclusions (both literal and figurative, political and artistic) of his career. 
Moreover, the memoir itself is a form of collection, by which the collector 
defines themself in the present, through the past. Across the many stories, 
projections of self, that I have found in compiling my own collection of Ito 
materials, it is this one that evocatively refracts the many desires that consti-
tuted Ito’s performance of self—both his own, and those of the many specta-
tors, patrons, artists, and even scholars, who encounter him.

In his narrative, Ito hears the news of Nijinsky’s death while riding an 
elevator in postwar Tokyo with some of his amateur dance students. Stunned, 
he stands there for a few minutes, until finally, desolated, he walks out into 
the night, and into a rush of memory and fantasy about the famous dancer. It 
begins in Paris. Intoxicated by the dancer’s performances in L’après-midi and 
Pétrouchka, Ito describes his response: “I had reached a peak. I was heated 
throughout my body, experiencing such thrills for the first time. I left the 
theater together with the crowd. Outside, a light rain fell. Turning my flushed 
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face to the rain felt good. The hollow face of the killed Russian doll Petrushka 
was burned into my memory.”73 Until dawn, Ito walks through the streets cry-
ing, his legs aching, his head throbbing. In its language and dramatic rhythm, 
the episode casts Ito’s encounter with the Art of the Dance, and with Nijinsky, 
as a sexual encounter—which, like the Faun’s, is ultimately a scene of auto-
erotic solitude.

Vaslav Nijinsky offers an intriguing counterpoint to Ito, and not simply 
because of Ito’s apparent obsession with him. Nijinsky came to define the 
figure of the male dancer in prewar concert dance. With his striking, almost 
uncanny corporeality and his Slavic ethnicity, he also became a figuration of 
“Oriental” embodiment. Indeed, Nijinsky was occasionally called, because 
of a supposed slant to his eyes, the “Little Jap,” a name by which racializa-
tion served to manifest the dancer’s denigrated class and sexual identities, 
which were harder to visually identify. Descriptions of Nijinsky slip between 
the sexual and the racial, trying to pin his extraordinary difference down to 
some identifiable alterity. As the critic, publisher, and ballet aficionado Cyril 
Beaumont wrote, “As a dancer [Nijinsky’s] work was not of the robust, manly 
type. Yet neither was it altogether effeminate. Always he appeared to be of a 
race apart, or another essence than ourselves, an impression heightened by 
his partiality for unusual roles, which were either animal-like, mythological, 
or unreal.”74 It is hard not to hear in this characterization echoes of Justice 
John Marshall Harlan’s famous categorization of the Chinese as “a race so 
different.”75 But what is crucial about Nijinsky is how the language of racial 
exclusion is not only linked to sexuality and gender (a common braiding), 
but to the language of allure and of artistic iconoclasm. It was these inter-
twined qualities that Ito had thrust upon him by spectators conditioned by 
general orientalism and by the very example of Nijinsky, and that Ito also 
desired and pursued.

As Ito narrates, following his initial experience of Nijinsky’s dancing in 
Paris, his relationship with Nijinsky materializes in two key incidents. The 
first is a sort of ghostly competition with each other’s traces in a reception-
hall-turned-rehearsal-studio in Munich. Needing a place to rehearse, he 
arranged with his hotel’s proprietors to use the empty reception hall as a 
dance studio. He is told he can only come in the afternoons, because “another 
dancer” has already made a similar arrangement for the morning. The dancer, 
he discovers, is Nijinsky. Ito arrives one day to see shoe prints high up the 
wall, traces of the ballet dancer’s famously gravity-defying leaps. Taking this 
as a challenge, Ito goes to the other corner of the room, and with a running 
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head start, flings himself upon the wall, managing to plant one foot higher 
than Nijinsky’s.

“There, I did it!” I thought, but when I went to look the next day, there, another 
footprint had landed above it. I became aggravated. I was far from being able 
to cross that mark, but somehow or other I would have to soar and surpass 
it. I tried to leap as high, but flipped over and hit my head. So I called for a 
waiter, saying I wanted him to bring me a ladder, and taking off my shoes, I 
climbed the ladder, and with a “unh” I laughingly pressed my shoe print onto 
the ceiling. The following day, I went to see what Nijinsky had done, and in 
the spot of my shoe print, in German was written, “Idiot.”76

The two dancers engage in a bodily competition with the traces of each oth-
er’s presence. Following each other’s arc across the room and into the air, 
heaving themselves into flight, one after the other, they push through space 
that is thick with the presence of the other body. A choreography of bodily 
exertion and mischievous cleverness, it is a duet, and a courtship.

The dancers finally meet in New York, a scene that promises consum-
mation, but instead, offers only disappointment and deterioration. Nijinsky, 
rescued from his house arrest in Russia during World War I and finally per-
mitted to travel, was scheduled to appear at the Metropolitan Opera House. 
He performs the Spectre de la Rose, and with his thrilling leap, captivates Ito. 
After the performance, Ito rushes backstage and knocks at the door of the 
idol.

There was no response. I thought that he wasn’t in the room but knocked 
again. Then in a small voice in Russian, “what is it” “who is it.” “It’s Ito,” I 
responded, and there was no response. He looked out through the key hole 
then made a noise and opened the door. When he opened the door a crack 
he saw me. Seeing me he instantly opened and grabbing my hand pulled me 
into the room and then quickly closed the door and again locked it. I was so 
surprised I forgot to even give a greeting. I asked what was wrong and in a 
small voice he said, “Somebody in my troupe is trying to kill me, he is trying 
to take my position” and “why did they bring me to America” “Americans are 
all Bolsheviks.” He continued saying nonsensical things, and I didn’t know 
what to say.77
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Finally, Madame Nijinsky and Diaghilev come, banging on the door until they 
are let in. They are surprised to see Ito, who soon after, “with an ominous 
feeling,” slides out of the room, never to see Nijinsky again.

Ito arrived in New York in mid-August of 1916; Nijinsky’s Metropolitan 
Opera performances took place in the fall of 1916. It is entirely possible that 
Ito attended Nijinsky’s performance, and even that the entire interaction 
transpired as described. What matters more than its accuracy, however, is 
the desire encoded in this story, and the way in which Ito stitches himself into 
a sense of meaningful co-presence with Nijinsky, even as their encounters are 
fleeting. In this final segment, Ito is a confidante, a fellow dancer whom Nijin-
sky trusts before others. Pulled into the private-public (and always potentially 
erotic) space of Nijinsky’s dressing room, Ito describes a moment of desper-
ate friendship and charged intimacy in the sweaty period after the dancer’s 
performance and before his full descent into madness. But Ito cannot help 
this friend, this love, whom he never encounters again.

Critics and aficionados alike read Nijinsky’s death-defying (and death-
driving) leaps as queer.78 They register as such within Ito’s narratives as well—
narratives that place this homoerotic desire in the past, as Ito recalls (and 
imagines) incidents from his youth, writing from the ravages of his own late 
middle age and war-torn Tokyo.79 In this recollection, in New York, the Japa-
nese Ito is the one who can connect with Nijinsky, the overeroticized, overad-
ulated, orientalized dancer. The intimacy coursing between the two is an inti-
macy of the queered and racialized outsider, whose body, in its performative 
significations, becomes the vessel for everyone else’s desires. But of course, 
this relationship, this narrative, is a fantasy Ito himself has penned, an expres-
sion of his own desires—to leap into modernist genius and historical central-
ity. But that’s the thing. Ito does not leap—not in the narrative, or in fact in his 
choreography more generally. Ito’s gesture is not the gravity-escaping leap; 
it is something more self-contained, and more grounded. Writing from the 
post-war period, having survived, Ito’s dogged self-mythologizing is, in the 
end, the mark of having made it through. His insistence on individuality, for 
his students and for himself, through the performance of type, is a doctrine 
not of modernist genius, but of attentive and attuned performances of self, 
molded to the contours of collective fantasies—of orientalism, of Japanese 
artistry, and of the erotics of an art object contained within itself.



2RPP

124	

Chapter Four

Japanese America and Fantasies of Integration

California, 1929–1941

Hundreds of Japanese people are expected to witness the Hollywood Bowl 
program on Friday evening, August 15th, when Michio Ito, internationally 
known terpsichorean artist, will present “Prince Igor” with 125 dancers taking 
part. It will mark the first time this production has been presented, especially 
Michio Ito’s conception of the dance.1

In 1930, the Rafu Shimpo, a Los Angeles–based Japanese newspaper, 
announced Ito’s newest production at the famous Hollywood Bowl. Pro-
claiming the artistic significance of this event, it also hailed the “hundreds 
of Japanese people” that the paper anticipated would attend. The presence 
of these spectators at the Bowl, and Ito’s presence in the pages of the Rafu 
Shimpo, mark a thus-far overlooked aspect of Ito’s career: his ties with the 
Japanese American community in Southern California. Ito’s career in South-
ern California during the 1930s has been predominantly understood through 
his engagement with the developing modern dance scene in California, and 
his minor film appearances, most notably by Naima Prevots and Mary-Jean 
Cowell.2 But these activities took place alongside Ito’s increasing engagement 
with local Japanese residents and his endeavors to integrate them into the 
cultural sphere of white arts organizations. This chapter takes up this story.

To date, scholars have not thought of Ito as part of the Japanese American 
community in California. However, the evidence in Japanese-language news-
papers points to a substantial, and complicated, relationship. The attention 
to Ito found in these pages is notable: in his first six months in California, 
the Rafu Shimpo alone ran forty-six pieces on him, in a mixture of Japanese 
and English. Other papers, such as the Shin Sekai, Nichbei Shinbun, Nippu 
Jiji, and even the Hawaii Hōchi, also featured Ito. Although coverage slowed 
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down after this initial period, Ito remained a frequent subject of interest 
throughout the 1930s. In the Rafu Shimpo, coverage of Ito was far greater in 
the English-language section than in the Japanese-language section, at a ratio 
of about 13:1. The paper’s publishers saw Ito as particularly relevant to the 
Nisei, at whom the English-language section was aimed.

The Nisei were the second generation; they held American citizenship 
and thus the promise of futurity for the community at large. Their rooted-
ness in the US was a site of both hope and anxiety for their elders, the Issei, 
who wanted the Nisei to integrate, but simultaneously to remain “Japanese.” 
The stakes of this balancing act were high: since 1924, all legal immigration 
from Asia to the US had been closed; in California over the 1920s and ’30s, 
Japanese faced increasing prohibitions on property ownership and leasing, 
stricter segregation, and a continual narrowing of opportunities to build a 
successful and secure life in the US. The Nisei, who in theory were rights-
bearing citizens, stood as the community’s best chance to claim a lasting 
place in the US. And for the Issei elite in Los Angeles, who dedicated them-
selves to this effort, Ito seemed like an ideal model to offer the Nisei; he had 
apparently integrated into white society not in spite of being Japanese, but 
rather by using his background as the point of entry. Perhaps he could teach 
Nisei to do the same.

Ito’s relationship with the Japanese community developed over his time 
in Los Angeles; its presence, however, seems not to have been a substantial 
motivation for his 1929 move to California. Mary-Jean Cowell suggests that 
Ito had postponed the move from New York, despite being involved with 
the Hollywood film industry since 1921, because of pervasive anti-Japanese 
sentiment and the film industry’s racist casting and narrative practices.3 But, 
she suggests, by 1929 the financial opportunity was too appealing; Ito had 
been offered employment on the film No, No, Nanette, and the onset of the 
Great Depression had constricted dance patronage in New York. Newspaper 
notices also reveal that some of Ito’s early patrons, such as Mrs. Frank A. 
Vanderlip, were now in California and eager to support him there.4 Pauline 
Koner, who was in Ito’s company at the time, recalls that the troupe carried 
out a cross-country tour in 1929, but having run out of money in San Fran-
cisco, the Itos decided to remain in California.5 It is also likely that Ito went 
in search of new audiences; reviews from his final years in New York suggest 
that critics had grown weary of his dance programs.6 Some mix of financial 
and artistic opportunity, then, motivated the relocation—his only move since 
his initial departure from Japan that was not precipitated by war.
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In Southern California, Ito became an advocate for the development of 
modern dance across the region. While the form already had some important 
champions and institutions in the area (most notably, the Denishawn School, 
founded in Los Angeles in 1915 by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn), Ito’s work 
to institutionalize modern dance offers a glimpse not only of how the genre 
took root in California, but just as important, of how dedicated dance criti-
cism emerged there—a phenomenon that has received relatively little atten-
tion compared to its parallel in New York.7 Dance criticism had a role to play 
in the regional boosterism that Mike Davis and others have highlighted as 
one of Southern California’s major industries.8 For dance critics, like many 
other cultural writers in the area, the question of what counted as good artis-
tic dance was also a question of how Los Angeles and the surrounding areas 
measured up as an alternative cultural center to New York and other major 
cities. Newspapers’ coverage of Ito, then, reveals aspects of both his reception 
during the period, and the ways Ito stood as a figure for broader fantasies of 
regional identity held by many of the city’s boosters.

The fantasy of integration was central among these. This is a fantasy that 
can be traced across the pages of both English-language newspapers aimed 
at a mainstream (white) readership and publications aimed at the Japanese 
immigrant community. In this chapter, through the dance criticism pub-
lished in local newspapers and select photographs, I explore the fantasy of 
national integration, and some of the specific permutations of this fantasy 
that Ito pursued, or was seen to represent. As Eiichiro Azuma has detailed, 
integration was a goal that both white progressives and the Issei elite sepa-
rately strove to realize.9 For the former group, integration of immigrants into 
Californian society fulfilled the fantasy of the US as a “melting pot”; for the 
latter, integration offered a path toward safety and success for Japanese in the 
US. These two goals intertwined, for Ito, in the community arts movement, 
which sought to use art as a vehicle for social integration while also establish-
ing Los Angeles as a serious art center. Ito championed his own version of this 
movement, the community dance movement, as a way to establish dance’s 
centrality to this broader effort.

Part of what made Ito such a compelling advocate for these integrationist 
efforts was the fact that his body was repeatedly read as a corporeal instantia-
tion of the idea of national integration. I consider how this figuration worked 
via the Japanese paradigm of kokutai, or the national body. The notion of 
a national body—as an abstract concept, but also as something physically 
manifested through dance—offers a way of thinking about Ito’s ability to 
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assimilate dance styles and cultural traditions from many different places 
into his own body. This assimilative capacity had varying meanings for his 
spectators, especially in light of his own highly publicized marriage to and 
then divorce from the white American Hazel Wright. The ongoing enmesh-
ment of professional activity with attributed bodily significations was, per-
haps, best emblematized by his 1937 Hollywood Bowl production, at which 
several of his Nisei dancers performed. Reviewers repeatedly read onto these 
Nisei a slippage between racial and national signification—a slippage that, in 
hindsight, foreshadows the slippage between Japanese and Japanese Ameri-
can that resulted in the incarceration of most of Ito’s students, and his own 
internment, only a few years later.

The fantasies of integration that the various communities in Los Angeles 
held about Ito were, in the end, closely aligned with his own sustaining per-
formances of self as a cultural mediator and community-instantiating artist. 
The importance of these fantasies in the decade prior to the US imprison-
ment of Japanese on the West Coast cannot be dismissed simply because they 
were idealistic and/or self-serving. Rather, to recognize them as fantasies is 
to highlight that precisely as Japan spread its imperial agenda, precisely as 
the Second Sino-Japanese War began, precisely as laws against Japanese in 
the US became ever more restrictive, such visions of himself as a historically 
significant figure were not, as I write in this book’s introduction, escapism, 
but a mode of imagination that tied Ito even more tightly to the sociopolitical 
order, and to the community formations in which he found himself.

Little Tokyo and a Paradigm for Japanese American Success

In 1935, Ito drew up a proposal for the revitalization of Los Angeles’s Little 
Tokyo district. The Los Angeles Times described the effort with typical orien-
talist condescension, but also interest. Japanese papers were interested not 
only in Ito’s plans, but also in mainstream papers’ reactions to this effort. 
When the Nichibei Shinbun covered the proposal, it reprinted the Times’s 
entire column:

Imagine Aladdin and his wonderful lamp arriving in Los Angeles and getting 
busy.

Imagine him transforming, with magic celerity and keen appreciation of 
a great opportunity, a sizable part of the city south of the City Hall into a 
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beautiful little Japanese city—a place of Nipponese architectural charm, with 
beautiful Japanese gardens, quaint tea houses, a typical drum bridge, colorful 
lanterns, delightful cherry trees interspersed with weeping willows bordering 
the streets—a gem of a Japanese city within a great western metropolis and 
just the locale for appropriately picturesque attire.10

Urban revitalization might seem far from modern concert dance. The project 
begins to make more sense, however, when we recall that Hellerau itself was 
constructed because of a belief in the three-way correspondence between 
healthy built environments, healthy bodies, and a healthy nation. It also helps 
to remember Ito’s consistent penchant for wildly ambitious, large-scale proj-
ects. Strikingly, Ito attempted, through this plan, to offer the familiar fantasy 
of Japanese aestheticism not only as a commercial good for the city’s benefit, 
but as something that could concretely improve the lives of local Japanese. In 
this section, I give context for Ito’s engagement with the Japanese immigrant 
community. His example enriches our understanding of first-generation 
experiences in California, and of the relations between the Issei and Nisei. 
Ito’s efforts also foreground how much the concept of “integration” and the 
arts, as a cultural sphere, shaped the discursive efforts of Issei elite to estab-
lish a foundation for their community.

Ito’s plan is one of touristic fantasy. With its “quaint tea houses, a typi-
cal drum bridge, colorful lanterns, delightful cherry trees interspersed with 
weeping willows bordering the streets,” Ito’s vision matches the models of 
“Japanese Villages” in world expositions in both Europe and the US. And, 
with the construction of the new Union Station by the Southern Pacific Rail-
way Company, Ito’s plan noted that all tourists coming to Los Angeles would 
pass through Little Tokyo, and thus should be induced to spend time there.11

Ito’s vision of a picturesque village, however, was not merely about con-
structing “Japanese” facades, like those found on nearby Hollywood backlots. 
Rather, Ito insisted that this construction was necessary to modernize and 
improve the living conditions in the district. The Little Tokyo district was 
one of the primary areas in which Japanese were permitted to live, along with 
other groups restricted by racial housing covenants.12 Ito noted that Little 
Tokyo’s buildings did not meet Los Angeles’s construction codes, which had 
been updated after an earthquake in 1933, and that, within a few years, this 
would probably serve as a pretext to force the Japanese out of their neighbor-
hood unless the buildings were improved.13

Ito’s argument was not rhetorical invention: the district’s housing stock 
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was substandard and overcrowded, and there was little hope of alleviation: 
Japanese Americans (and other Asians) were prohibited from applying to Los 
Angeles public housing.14 Ito called for all of the area’s old buildings to be razed 
and replaced with “new buildings with the most modern facilities to meet our 
modern needs and beautify them with the most elaborate and unique Japanese 
architectures.”15 The emphasis on modern facilities was not, in fact, in contra-
diction with the plan for the buildings’ facades to be in a traditional Japanese 
style. As he observed—I imagine a bit wryly—“The modern architecture of 
America and Europe, is greatly influenced by the Japanese architecture, there-
fore, Japanese buildings in this district will not be out of character, they will 
harmonize with the new buildings planned for the Civic Center.”16 Ito knew 
well that European and American modern art, architecture, and consumer 
products had all borrowed liberally from Japanese models in their pursuit of 
“new” forms. He suggested then that the vernacular of the planned Civic Cen-
ter was already the vernacular of his vision for Little Tokyo.

To finance this plan, Ito proposed the organization of a new import-
export company, the Pan Pacific Financing Co. Ito asserted that “the capital 
of this Company should be sought among Americans, for this undertaking 
should be not only for the benefit of the Japanese alone, but for profit should 
be shared with Americans.”17 We see here Ito’s awareness of the balancing act 
required of Japanese in America, and the necessity of gaining “American,” that 
is, white, support for projects that would support the Japanese community. 
Ito also takes the role of cultural mediator, and thus asserts that the third aim 
of the Little Tokyo revitalization project is “To promote good will between 
Americans and Japanese.”18 We will encounter this sentiment again, in Ito’s 
self-defense during his internment trial, as he sought to explain his activities 
in Los Angeles and Japan. It was, perhaps, a straightforward articulation of 
Ito’s ambition and sense of himself as a cosmopolitan artist. But it was also 
a statement of his mode of engagement with the Nisei, and with the Japa-
nese immigrant community at large; artistic expression could be a practice 
of community definition that produced value for the US, and thus—so the 
hope went—might be enough to overturn the ever-growing anti-Japanese 
sentiment.

Ito’s Little Tokyo revitalization plan is characteristic of his activities in 
Southern California in the 1930s. His involvement with the local Japanese 
immigrant community is a complicated mix of what I take to be Ito’s sincere 
attachment to the community, along with an opportunism that recognized 
that the presence of this community allowed him to act as a mediator in a 



Fi
g.

 13
. “

W
el

co
m

in
g 

th
e 

Im
pe

ri
al

 N
av

al
 E

xe
rc

is
es

” [
“K

an
ge

i t
ei

ko
ku

 re
ns

hū
 k

an
ta

i”]
. 

Ra
fu

 S
hi

m
po

, A
ug

us
t 2

3,
 19

29
.



Japanese America and Fantasies of Integration	 131

2RPP

way that fit with the desires of regional elites to create an “integrated” Los 
Angeles. Likewise, Ito’s early success with predominantly white Los Angeles 
arts patrons (covered in the next section) helped secure his place within—
and his acknowledged usefulness to—the Japanese immigrant community. 
In August 1929, only a few months after his arrival in Los Angeles, the Rafu 
Shimpo published a special gravure section to highlight the achievements and 
activities carried out by Japanese immigrants, on the occasion of the Japa-
nese imperial armada exercises. The special section contained pages devoted 
to local merchants, farming practices, leading businessmen, and so on. One 
page highlighted prominent Japanese in entertainment, and featured as the 
exemplars Ito and the film actors Komai Tetsu and Kamiyama Sōjin.19

The prominence of these three performers in a special section dedicated 
to celebrating the achievements of the Japanese immigrant community helps 
revise common paradigms about the contours of the early Japanese American 
community—and the ways in which, while Ito’s story was certainly unusual, 
it was not entirely exceptional. Especially on the West Coast, the Japanese 
immigrant community, and “the Issei” as a figure, has been primarily char-
acterized as made up of laborers, who arrived directly from Japan, worked as 
farmers, gardeners, domestics, and grocers, and lived in segregated neigh-
borhoods with mounting restrictions placed on their possible livelihoods.20 
Partly for this reason, Asian American dance studies scholar Yutian Wong 
suggests that Ito was not part of the Japanese immigrant community in Los 
Angeles, even as she makes a historiographic argument for recognizing him 
as a figurehead for Asian American dance history. Citing an interview with 
Amy Iwanabe, a Nisei woman who had wanted to take lessons at Ito’s studio, 
Wong notes that Japanese mothers considered Ito “morally suspicious”21 and 
observes that, with his white wife and his ability to access rarefied spaces 
of white patronage, Ito occupied a very different position than many of his 
compatriots.

But taking Ito, Komai, and Kamiyama as a trio paints a fuller historical 
picture of the possibilities for Japanese immigrant life prior to the Asia-
Pacific War. Komai was born in Kumamoto, Japan, emigrated to the US 
in 1907, and remained there for the rest of his life; like many Issei, he was 
incarcerated at the Gila River War Relocation Center. Kamiyama, mean-
while, was born in Sendai, and traveled to the US in 1919, originally work-
ing as a singer and newspaper editor. He acted in a substantial number of 
Hollywood films during the silent film era, but when the technology shifted 
to talkies, he returned to Japan at the start of the 1930s and continued his 
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career there. Neither Komai, Kamiyama, nor Ito, either by profession or 
migratory itinerary, are what is usually meant by Issei, and yet their exam-
ples, gathered together in the Rafu Shimpo’s special section, evoke the many 
different patterns of mobility that were, in fact, central to the Issei experi-
ence. As Eiichiro Azuma has charted, such mobility was not restricted to 
artists and the professional class, but was also common to many agricul-
turalist and mechanical laborers who crossed the Pacific (and sometimes 
the Atlantic as well) multiple times.22 This special section also suggests the 
affective connection that Japanese in America may have felt across class 
lines—or, at least, that the editors of the Rafu Shimpo hoped to foster, in 
order to create a greater sense of diasporic affiliation.

This broader sense of Ito’s relationship to the Japanese immigrant com-
munity allows us to understand how community leaders might have regarded 
him, and have seen Ito’s story as relevant to their own. Editors at the Rafu 
Shimpo and other community leaders seem to have embraced Ito because he 
represented a successful performance of integration, as a performance of Jap-
aneseness. This was a strategy that elite Issei were championing more broadly 
as integral to their community’s survival in the US. As Azuma has demon-
strated, Issei of the period negotiated the challenge of being citizen-subjects 
of one nation (Japan) and residents of another (the US) by practicing a “poli-
tics of dualism.”23 According to this pragmatic strategy advocated by the com-
munity’s elites, the most effective way to be Japanese was to carry out suc-
cessful acts of assimilation. The ability to integrate could thus be claimed as a 
particularly Japanese characteristic, an assertion that was here used to further 
immigrants’ own agendas, but that, Azuma highlights, we can also recognize 
as working in parallel with Japan’s own ideology of absorptive imperialism, as 
discussed in chapter 2 and further explored later in this chapter.

This integrative performance of Japaneseness was, in the end, aimed at 
the Nisei. While the tensions between the two generations, and Issei anxiety 
over the Nisei, are now a mainstay of Japanese American history, Andrew 
Leong reminds us that these generational identities were, in fact, emergent 
at this very moment.24 (A term such as Nikkei, meanwhile, emerged after the 
war.25) Indeed, as Leong has traced, the term “Nisei” (as opposed to Amerika 
umare [“American born”]) was only really picked up in newspapers’ Japanese-
language sections in the late 1920s. In English-language sections, “Nisei” is 
quite rare until the early 1930s, when it appears around the planning for the 
first “Nisei Week” of 1934. Nisei Week, a festival that continues today, was 
run by the Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) and was created by 
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Issei merchants who wanted to draw the second generation to their busi-
nesses. The festival intentionally combined distinctive Japanese traditions 
(kimono, serving tea) with dominant cultural events, such as beauty pag-
eants and fashion shows.26 Nisei Week, therefore, not only sought to appeal 
to the second generation, it offered a vision of cultural amalgamation for the 
Nisei—especially the young women, who played crucial roles in the festival 
as performers, cultural representatives, and contestants for the title of Nisei 
Week Queen.27

Constructing the Nisei as a cohesive generational identity was a critical 
project. Increasingly restrictive immigration and land-use laws eroded the 
possibilities for economic security available to Issei. Their children, however, 
born in the US, and thus US citizens, held the promise of being rights-bearing 
subjects, entitled under US law (in theory) to the protections—and opportu-
nities—of citizenship. As Azuma observes, “Issei envisaged a better future not 
during their own lifetimes but during their children’s.”28 Nisei young women, 
in particular, stood as the overdetermined sign of this futurity, imagined to 
possess the potential to become ideal citizen-subjects, and to bear future Jap-
anese American citizens. So, while the JACL and other elite Issei used many 
different strategies as they attempted to shape Nisei into subjects approved 
by the state, young women’s practices of cultural expression were a particular 
site of this molding. Given these endeavors’ fluidity, Ito’s dancing served as 
one vehicle for this evolving project of Japanese integration—an approach 
that in its obvious emphasis on the body, offered a particularly literal strategy 
for the shaping of both the ideal Japanese American citizen-subject, and the 
Japanese community at large.

The Nisei who were drawn into Ito’s orbit, taking dance lessons at one 
of his studios, performing in his large-scale dance symphonies, or working 
with him on smaller concerts created especially for the Little Tokyo commu-
nity, might have had a range of previous dance experiences, as Valerie Matsu-
moto has traced.29 Many of Ito’s students had probably taken lessons in nihon 
buyō, traditional Japanese dance. Perhaps they took lessons at school, or in 
the youth clubs that were a mainstay of Southern California Japanese youth. 
Perhaps they ordered lessons on social dance (Western couple’s dancing) 
through the mail, quickly sorting through the household’s delivery to snatch 
away the next installment and study it in private, away from parents’ eyes. A 
few students might have studied some ballet or tap. And perhaps some had 
no dance experience at all. Ito’s dancing, in its musical choices and physical 
repertoire, was quite different from what most of his Nisei students had been 
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exposed to. Its publicness—not only onstage, but outside of Little Tokyo’s 
enclosed world—concerned some.30 And yet, it was also more abstract, in 
movement and musical accompaniment, than most social dance. His dancing 
had a certain undefinability, which, much as it may have worried some, also 
helped communicate the sense of Ito as an artistic innovator, and as someone 
able to perform his way into the white cultural world.

Painterly Dances

From his first arrival in Los Angeles, much of the region’s elite embraced Ito 
precisely for his ability to offer his japoniste modern dance aesthetic as a per-
formance exemplary of the region’s own cultural aims. His early dance con-
certs spoke to audiences more familiar with visual art paradigms and those of 
Hollywood films. For these viewers, Ito’s compositional skill—his use of color, 
of spatial staging, and of choreographic duration as a way of shaping a sense 
of the space around the dancers—all helped to confirm his status as a bona 
fide artist. And, as in New York, these artistic skills were read as characteristic 
of, and even indicative of, his being Japanese.

Ito’s presentations during the spring of 1929 helped to establish his name 
in the artistic community, and, just as importantly, allowed him to develop 
relationships with local patrons. The first of these concerts, held at the 
Figueroa Playhouse in April, was supported by Mrs. Frank A. Vanderlip (his 
old patroness from New York), the dancer Ruth St. Denis, the actor John 
Barrymore, and the conductor Leopold Stokowski. The second recital, part 
of a “May Blossom Festival,” took place at the Lake Norconian Club in May, a 
recently opened resort between Los Angeles and Riverside that drew numer-
ous film and sports stars. The third recital, at the Patio Theatre in Barnsdall 
Park in June, was hosted by the California Art Club, a large, elite, and tra-
ditionalist organization dedicated to promoting landscape and representa-
tional painting.

At this last-mentioned concert, a review noted that an astonished painter 
in the audience exclaimed: “‘That guy’s an artist!’” The review continued, “This 
was not a cold bit of judgment but an exclamation drawn from the painter, 
prefaced by a ‘gosh’ that was half a ‘whew’; and it was about as intelligent a 
critical remark as could be extracted from any member of that recent Satur-
day night’s fascinated audience, for these quiet people were seeing musical 
movement of the kind that only appears once in a decade.”31 The reviewer 
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explained that spectators were accustomed to ballet, which stressed the 
“emotional possibilities of movement.” By contrast, Ito demonstrated the sig-
nificance of the body itself in movement. In quoting a visual art painter’s 
astonishment, this review also indicates that Ito’s dancing seemed so effective 
because of its pictorial composition and painterly use of colors. Other artists, 
the review suggests, were able to appreciate Ito’s work because they recog-
nized in his choreography the tenets of their own media, and were able to see 
Ito’s dancing as pursuing the same artistic aims as their own work.

Alongside this painter’s appreciation of Ito’s painterly-like dances lay the 
constant presence of another visual medium that defined how audiences 
received his work: film. The Los Angeles Times review continued,

In effect these dances are moving pictures. The dancers moved from one com-
plete gesture to another. The passage was beautiful, but it was the arrival at 
the gesture itself that brought little murmurs of admiration and astonishment 
from the audience. These gestures were never bizarre or designed to startle, 
but gave aesthetic satisfaction because they fulfilled one’s desire for complete 
movement, for art that could go logically and inevitably to its extremes with-
out overstepping the possibility of being brought into the controlling design.32

The pictorial nature of Ito’s choreography inspired the critic to characterize 
the dances as “moving pictures.” The critic’s praise of the “controlling design” 
accordingly imagines Ito’s choreographic vision as analogous to the camera’s 
supervisory eye.

Indeed, film was an ongoing background presence for all of Ito’s work in 
Southern California. The string of dance studios that he was able to oper-
ate, while indicating his popularity as a teacher, was also the result of a large 
population of young, would-be stars, who came to Los Angeles hoping to be 
cast in films and who needed to learn to dance—or at least, carry themselves 
with grace and control.33 The film industry was also more directly involved 
with Ito’s Los Angeles career: after appearing in 1921’s Dawn of the East while 
based in New York, Ito played roles in Booloo (1938) and Spawn of the North 
(1938) and worked as a consultant or choreographer on No, No, Nanette 
(1930), Madame Butterfly (1932), and The Sunset Murder Case (1941).34

In the summer of 1929, Ito presented a series of five evening performances 
at the Argus Bowl in Eagle Rock, a 500-person amphitheater where perfor-
mances were always free—as mandated by its founder and patroness, Mrs. J. 
E. Argus. On the various evenings’ programs were two kyōgen—Somebody-
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Nothing and The Fox’s Grave—that Ito had translated in 1923 in New York 
with Louis V. Ledoux, which alternated with restagings of At the Hawk’s Well. 
The kyōgen featured Lester Horton, Ralph Matson, Thomas de Graffenried, 
and Komai Tetsu, “a prominent figure in Noh dramas.” In At the Hawk’s Well, 
Lester Horton performed the role of the Hawk, Charlton A. Powers the Old 
Man, and Dewitt Bodeen the Young Man. These plays were paired with a 
substantial program of pieces from Ito’s interpretive and “oriental” concert 
dance repertoire. As always, Ito made sure to publicize the event in Little 
Tokyo, and the Rafu Shimpo observed that “a large number of Japanese were 
scattered throughout the bowl.”35

Though these events were smaller in scale than the community dance 
events Ito would come to focus on, he used them to establish himself as a 
promoter and organizer of dance in the region. Each concert showcased his 
own choreography, alongside that of other local choreographers and danc-
ers, some of whom later became principal members of his dance troupe. As 
one critic noted, “A number of very lovely things were to be seen, and to Ito’s 
credit it must be said that they represented not only his own distinctly stylis-
tic work, but the interpretive efforts of other representative moderns of Los 
Angeles.”36 Notable figures in his company included Dorothy Wagner, who 
remained one of Ito’s featured dancers throughout the 1930s, and taught at 
his studio; Georgia Graham (Martha’s sister); Estelle Reed, who had studied 
in Germany with Mary Wigman; the Russian-born Mexican Xenia Zarina, 
who specialized in “oriental dance”; and Waldeen Falkenstein, who became 
an important figure in Mexico’s modern dance movement.37 Ito’s concerts 
also featured Hazel Wright (Ito’s wife), Beatrix Baird, Dolores Lopez, Edith 
Jane (whose studio served as an early base for Ito’s classes and ticket sales), 
Arnold Tamon, Anne Douglas, Lillian Powell, Cecelia Mae Fischer, Rose-
mary Bedford, and Lester Horton (who became a major figure in US modern 
dance). Ito thus gained a reputation as a cultivator of the Los Angeles dance 
scene at large, in a reciprocal advocacy that further cemented his own posi-
tion in the region.

Communities Dancing

An article in the Los Angeles Times, covering Ito’s arrival in Southern Califor-
nia and the opening of his studio, declared, “He scorns making art incompre-
hensible, remote, a secret thing for the few, and he accuses those who would, 
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of hiding ignorance behind subterfuge. Ito is a ‘communitarian.’ He wants to 
make this a community of dancers. . . . The main business of Ito’s life today is 
developing this wholly modern idea of communities dancing and the leaders 
in community life in Southern California are helping him.”38 When the Los 
Angeles Times asserted that Ito rejected “remote” and “secret” art-making, the 
paper marked a distinct shift in Ito’s creative work—in proclaimed tenets, if 
not in actual practice. No longer was he linked to the esoteric, drawing-room 
modernism of Yeats and Pound, or to New York’s experimental Little Theatre 
community. Instead, as a “communitarian” Ito would make a name for him-
self choreographing large-scale “dance symphonies,” in which dancers from 
across the broader Los Angeles region would participate, embodying a vision 
of community integration and artistic progressivism.

The shift in Ito’s choreographic projects, from the small-scale and overtly 
“modernist” to the large-scale and explicitly community-based, reflects a 
larger trend in the Los Angeles arts world: the rise of the community arts 
movement—and Ito’s responsiveness to that trend. With roots in the Pro-
gressive Era, community arts were upheld by wealthy white patrons who 
advocated art as a way to integrate immigrants, as an antidote to Hollywood 
commercialism, and as key to the development of a regional high culture. The 
Hollywood Bowl, an iconic amphitheater nestled in the Hollywood Hills and 
founded in 1922, stood as the movement’s primary institution.39 As cultural 
histories of Los Angeles have emphasized, the community arts movement 
(sometimes also called the civic arts movement) had its strongest manifes-
tations in music, grounded in the immense success of the World War I–era 
“community sings.” But it also had deep roots in theatrical pageants and artis-
tic dancing as championed by the Theatre Arts Alliance (founded in 1919), 
which received funding from philanthropist Christine Wetherill Stevenson 
and the Krotona Theosophical Society for the original purchase of land on 
which the Hollywood Bowl was built.

The community arts movement offered Ito the opportunity to expand 
his choreographic practice, in both its material possibilities and its sym-
bolic significations. The large outdoor arenas where the movement’s events 
were staged, with their capacity for hundreds of performers and thousands 
of spectators, vivified the notion of performance as not simply representing 
community, but inducing it. In these spaces, Ito expanded his choreographic 
scale in a way that matched his ambitions and beliefs about dance’s world-
making capacity. And in the movement’s emphasis on the production of a 
Southern Californian, and even national, community through art-making, Ito 
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found the chance to include members of the Japanese immigrant community 
in the predominantly white world of Los Angeles arts patronage. In doing so, 
Ito seemed to materialize, through the very bodies of his Nisei dancers, the 
promise of political integration.

By the time Ito arrived in Los Angeles, the community arts move-
ment had become a fully established phenomenon, with a seasonal rhythm 
anchored by the Hollywood Bowl’s popular summertime series, “Sympho-
nies Under the Stars,” and other venues staging complementary evenings of 
theater, music, pageantry, dance, and so on. Ito recognized his opening, and 
set about advocating for dance to be recognized as a crucial thread of the 
movement. The magazine the American Dancer, founded in June 1927 in Los 
Angeles by artistic dancing advocate Ruth Eleanor Howard, served as a ready 
partner for Ito’s efforts, and dedicated several columns to his endeavor to 
create a “community dance movement.” As an editorial proclaimed, “With 
the marvelous Community Spirit which is characteristic of California, this 
state should be the first to pioneer in a Community Dance movement.”40 Ito’s 
approach to creating a citywide movement was modular: he formed small, 
neighborhood-defined groups of dancers, who could learn and perform 
together as a stand-alone unit, and then in combination with other groups 
from across the city. He first formed a group in Hollywood, with sponsorship 
from musician and activist Artie Mason Carter and Florence Behm (Mrs. 
Leiland Atherton Irish), who was a principal backer of the Los Angeles Phil-
harmonic and executive director of the Hollywood Bowl. Soon groups in 
Pasadena and Long Beach coalesced, and then other neighborhoods in Los 
Angeles started groups as well.

As in the broader community arts movement, Ito fashioned the dance 
movement around the amateur dancer, who could be readily imagined as a 
figure of the community at large. And, as the American Dancer articles on 
Ito’s efforts suggest, he taught them a version of eurythmics: “Community 
dancing uses the dancers as instruments of expression. The dancers use a 
technique which enables them to study and interpret music as melody and 
rhythm and to give this interpretation a quality or color which is as charac-
teristic as are the various musical instruments.”41 Under Ito’s direction, the 
ideas he absorbed at Hellerau were central to the community dance ethic: “A 
child, woman or man should go out from the discipline of community danc-
ing and exhibit all the qualities of real education, a strong, healthy perceptive 
and conceptive power, a power capable of application to all life, equal to the 
emergencies of any power or thought, and purified by the highest spiritual 
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ideas.”42 Community dancing, then, was a straightforward appeal to put danc-
ing at the center of civic life, as a force not only of expression but of education 
and of reshaping the individual’s body for the purpose of creating stronger 
(physically and spiritually) local and indeed national subjects.

On receiving a commission to choreograph a Pageant of Lights at the 
Pasadena Rose Bowl in September 1929, Ito explicitly sought to carry out 
the ideal of community integration by including dancers from the Japanese 
community. Using the Edith Jane Studio in Hollywood and offering a twice-
a-week ten-lesson course, Ito, through the Rafu Shimpo, urged young Nisei 
to join. As one notice explained,

The noted Japanese dancer will personally direct the class. He is very anxious 
to have as many young people as possible in this class. No previous experi-
ence is needed in order to enroll in this class.[. . .]

A special price is being charged of the Japanese students. . . . Those who 
are skeptical about entering this beginner’s dance class are invited to visit the 
first class on Wednesday, July 31st, and then sign up for the next class.43

The Rafu Shimpo continued to report on the class’s progress throughout the 
summer, noting that Ito and Dorothy Wagner, who assisted in teaching, were 
impressed with the students’ “ability and rapid cooperation of their body 
and mind.”44 Ito instructed the students in the series of ten movements that 
made up the basis of his technique, and at each session also taught a complete 
dance. Ito also used the classes as an opportunity to introduce the students 
to Los Angeles cultural events outside of the Japanese community. As the 
Rafu Shimpo reported, “Instead of holding their regular dancing lessons, the 
Japanese pupils of Michio Ito were taken to the Hollywood Bowl on Friday 
evening, August 16th, where they saw the entire program for the evening. 
Special reserved seats were obtained by the dance artist for these young peo-
ple.”45 For some students, this was perhaps a first trip to the Hollywood Bowl; 
participating in Ito’s dance lessons also offered opportunities for movement 
across the city.

In taking part in the Pasadena Pageant of Lights, Ito’s students joined in 
a massive expression of community art. The pageant boasted 150 dancers, 
a chorus of 250 singers, and accompaniment by the Los Angeles Philhar-
monic Orchestra, directed by Modet Altschuler. The program indicates that 
Ito divided the program among the different dance groups he led across the 
region. Andante Cantabile (Tchaikovsky) was performed by the “Los Angeles 
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Dancers and Orchestra”; Chopin’s Waltz in E Flat Major was undertaken by 
the “Pasadena Dancers and Orchestra”; and Chopin’s Waltz in C Sharp Major 
by the “Hollywood Dancers and Orchestra.” Three movements from Grieg’s 
Peer Gynt Suite were carried out by still other groups—“Morning” by “Jap-
anese Dancers,” “Anitra’s Hall” by the “Hollywood Dancers,” and “In the Hall 
of the Mountain King” by “Ito Male Dancers.” After Ito’s always-anticipated 
stage appearance in Pizzicati, the program closed with Dvořák’s New World 
Symphony, danced by “Hollywood and Ito Male Dancers.” This division of the 
cast into smaller “companies” surely made for more manageable rehearsals 
and logistics, and also reiterated the pageant’s intended purpose of bringing 
different groups from across the city together in celebration of the Bowl’s new 
lighting system—and of the city at large.

Ito incorporated his Japanese students—eleven of whom ultimately 
participated—into the pageant in two ways. As the program indicates, the 
female students performed “Morning,” which the Rafu Shimpo described as 
“a Japanese dance.” The paper reported that they also joined other “American 
dancers” from the Los Angeles group, including Dorothy Wagner, Beatrix 
Baird, and Dolores Lopez, for the performance of Andante Cantabile.46 The 
male students appeared among the Ito Male Dancers, performing “In the 
Hall of the Mountain King.” The program thus alternated between highlight-
ing the Japanese dancers as a distinct local group—further marked by their 
contribution being a “Japanese” dance—and incorporating them into other 
locally defined communities.

Ito’s Japanese students vivified the community dance ethos of inclusion 
most obviously in that their very participation seems only to have been 
noticed (or explicitly named) by the Rafu Shimpo. When racial differenti-
ation receded in the unity of mass movement, “Japaneseness” was instead 
represented through the dances’ subject matter and the production’s general 
artistry. In contrast to actual Japanese bodies, these were indexical signs of 
Japan that could be inhabited by any dancer, a free-floating representational 
capacity that served the broader goals of community dance.

Ito’s next large-scale production took place the following summer at the 
Hollywood Bowl. In a performance of Borodin’s Prince Igor, to be conducted 
by the famous Bernardino Molinari, Ito again saw an opportunity to involve 
the Japanese community in the community arts movement. This was another 
huge undertaking, with 125 dancers performing to a 100-person orchestra, 
along with singing by the 200-person Mormon Chorus. Ito drew dancers 
from across the city, enlisting top students from his own schools as well as 
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those of Arnold Tamon, Lillian Powell, and Edith Jane. Groups from the 
University of Southern California, and one put together by the Los Angeles 
Playground Department, were also included. At least five dancers from the 
Japanese community were enlisted, although ultimately it seems that only 
one man, Tetsuo Shinohara, performed. Backstage, however, large numbers 
of Japanese supported the endeavor. Ito’s younger brother, the stage designer, 
Kisaku, came from Tokyo to help with the production’s costumes, and sev-
eral members of the community joined this effort. The Japanese-American 
Women’s Association decorated the venue. With so much involvement of the 
Japanese community, the Rafu Shimpo articulated the sense of importance 
assigned the production, declaring, “Much of the artistic reputation of the 
Japanese people depends upon the success of Michio Ito’s mammoth pro-
duction of ‘Prince Igor’ at the Hollywood Bowl.”47 With so many groups from 
across the city involved in the production, it was felt that the success of Ito’s 
endeavor would reflect on Japanese immigrants more broadly.

Ito’s choreography for Prince Igor aimed to satisfy the aspirations of 
community arts and the expectations of modern dance. Ito divided his 
dancers into groups of twenty-four. The groups on stage together each per-
formed different movements. Ito was thus able to avoid the static monu-
mentality that would have resulted from a totally uniform choreography 
at this scale, while still communicating a sense of rhythmic community. 
However, the Los Angeles Times noted that with such range in skill among 
the 125 dancers, there was an unevenness to the performance: “Only a few 
of the dancers were sufficiently trained to appear in the much too reveal-
ing lighting which was used. Probably the 125 dancers who composed this 
‘Prince Igor’ ballet were inspired by a spirit of community expression but 
this type of ballet has been done too often by the great European dancers to 
have the efforts of comparative amateurs appreciated in the same roles.”48 
As before, critics turned to the painterly quality of Ito’s staging to look past 
perceived deficiencies, observing that Ito was “more successful in the pic-
turesque effect he achieved with a veiled stage softening the effect of the 
black-coated orchestra and the color of his dancers’ Oriental-Russian cos-
tumes than he was with his dance pageantry. With the Japanese skill in sim-
ple and suggestive staging, he used chiffon crepe decorated with delicate 
tracery behind which the music floated with a kind of ethereal beauty.”49 The 
strength of Ito’s pictorial ability shifted the focus from the dancers, and the 
dancing itself, to the lasting impressions wrought by his stage pictures—
received as characteristically “Japanese.”
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By contrast, and ready to support one of their own, the Rafu Shimpo’s 
review was enthusiastic:

In color and in movement, the dance in its total effect was so captivating that 
it was some time before the audience returned to their sense of reality as the 
ballet came to its close. Although the more critical spectators voiced their 
disapproval on a few minor imperfections, the production on the whole was 
a great triumph.

In the swift and precise movements, though often uneven individually, 
the dancers seemed inspired both by the aesthetic impulse of the celebrated 
director and by the thrilling melody flowing out of the concealed orchestra 
ably conducted by the noted master Molinari.50

The Rafu Shimpo thus stood by the premise of dance as community art; what 
was important was not an individual dancer’s perfect execution of the cho-
reography, but rather that music, choreography, and performance had come 
together in a triumphant whole, signifying Japanese belonging.

Ito’s investment in creating a community dance movement provided his 
Nisei students with opportunities to physically manifest their belonging in 
the city, and the Japanese community at large understood the potential value 
of these performances on such terms. Likewise, the large scale of these pro-
ductions demonstrated to the city and its cultural patrons that dance, like 
music and visual art, could be a medium on which Los Angeles could build 
its reputation and performatively induce a sense of shared community iden-
tity. Though the particular form of the large-scale dance-symphony appears 
unique to his Los Angeles period, the fantasies that underpinned it—of dance 
as a mechanism of social formation—connect these efforts both to his ear-
lier education at the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute at Hellerau and to his later 
proposal for a mass pageant in the Philippines during the Asia-Pacific War, 
which will be discussed in chapter 6.

Embodying Fantasy

Ito’s large-scale dance projects were opportunities for him to involve the 
Japanese community in the broader Los Angeles cultural landscape. In this 
recruitment, and particularly in the inclusion of Nisei dancers in his chore-
ographies, he staged a fantasy of integration. While some spectators, such as 
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writers at the Rafu Shimpo, recognized this, and many others probably did 
not, the inclusion of young Japanese Americans in these companies did polit-
ical work. Whether in a segregated group, but framed as part of the whole 
(just as US Army officials would engineer the service of Japanese Americans 
thirteen years later with the celebrated—and segregated—100th Infantry Bat-
talion and the 442nd Regimental Combat Team),51 or mixed into and standing 
among a generally white corps of dancers, their appearances on stage fulfilled 
a vision of integration advocated by both white progressives and some Issei 
elite. Moreover, precisely because of the powers of performativity attributed 
to theatrical performance, one could read these integrated concerts as her-
alding a more hopeful political future.

But the stage is not only a site of political reimagining; it is also a site of 
political remove. At a time when the Nisei were restricted in what restau-
rants they could patronize, where they could sit in theaters, and which parks, 
beaches, and playgrounds they could enter, Ito’s staging of Nisei integration 
is a straightforward example of Arabella Stanger’s contention that Euro-
American theater dance produces “sociopolitical ideals  .  .  . that themselves 
depend on and conceal material histories of racial violence.”52 Likewise, as 
Yutian Wong has established, the utopia imagined in Ito’s choreographies (as 
well as his public persona) was not only the ideal of integration, but also the 
fantasy of artistic cosmopolitanism, the notion that art might enable certain 
individuals to smoothly cross borders, and to be celebrated for that border-
crossing.53 Ito’s choreographic integration, and the visions of inter–Los Ange-
les harmony that it was taken to embody, thus could be said to paper over the 
realities of increasingly dehumanizing racialization and to provide aestheti-
cized representations of the US’s own national fantasy of itself as exceptional 
in its ability to integrate “outsiders” into the body politic. As Juliana Chang 
has highlighted, this is a fantasy particularly underpinned by the narrative of 
“ethnic succession”—the children, like the Nisei, for whom the promises of 
belonging in the US might be realized.54

Asian American studies has offered both detailed historical analyses 
of particular moments when the US betrayed its ideals, and trenchant cri-
tiques of the very premise of liberal subjecthood on which such promises 
are founded. Kandice Chuh, for example, has shown that to be recognized 
as a subject, and thus to seemingly have access to the liberties granted by 
the state, is only possible by the individual “conforming to certain regula-
tory matrices.”55 By performing Ito’s modern dance in the public sphere of 
the Hollywood Bowl, the Nisei rehearsed becoming ideal citizen-subjects, 
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in fulfillment of precisely the models held up by both white progressives and 
Issei elite such as the JACL. They thus entered into the liberal schema of 
abstract citizenship imagined by the state, and in doing so, were, as Lisa Lowe 
describes, “‘split off ’ from the unrepresentable histories of situated embodi-
ment that contradict the abstract form of citizenship.”56 Dancing formulated 
the Nisei as citizens, even as it could not, in fact, meaningfully secure the 
assurances of liberal subjecthood that modern dance (and the state) seemed 
to promise.57

I want to acknowledge the particular hollowness of performances of inte-
gration on the eve of Japanese American incarceration, and to highlight, as 
the cited scholars and others have done, the ways in which the particular 
betrayal of Executive Order 9066 was, in fact, the outcome of a racial exclu-
sionism that is inextricable from the history of American democratic liberal 
subjecthood.58 But I also want to hold other meanings open, by turning to a 
photograph taken by the Issei photographer Toyo Miyatake.

The photograph is of a group of young Nisei, dancing under Ito’s instruc-
tion. They are arranged in a circle at varying heights to form a medallion. 
Each girl mirrors her partner across the circle, except for the dancer at the 
top, who stands with arms stretched overhead. In its symmetry and motion-
less posing, the image suggests a choreography of unobjectionable, pretty 
poses and group formations. What is striking about the photograph is not 
its recording of Ito’s choreography, but rather, its capture of these girls’ faces. 
Their expressions seem to show a mixture of serious concentration, minor 
boredom, and amused enjoyment. Only the girl at the top of the circle returns 
our gaze, but the visibility of nearly all their faces gives the impression that 
a viewer might be able to imagine their thoughts and feelings, that it might 
be possible to ascertain their own sense of themselves, at a moment in time 
that is now overwritten by history. At the same time, for all that the camera 
seems to capture here, the viewer obtains very little; the girls’ faces resist 
determined interpretation.

I am left wondering: What did it mean for each of these girls to dance in 
Ito’s studio, and to learn some of his dances? What longings are hinted at in 
these students’ poses? Perhaps, as the girl at the top of the circle stares at the 
camera, she is staring far beyond it, imagining a different life for herself—in 
Wyoming, or Maine, or New York, as a poet, a teacher, a rancher, a jour-
nalist, a cosmetologist, a doctor. Perhaps the girl wearing the pearl necklace 
dreamed of becoming a Hollywood star; knowing of the actresses who often 
passed through Ito’s studio, perhaps she hoped these dance lessons would be 
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a first step toward her own success. Perhaps the one in the bottom right came 
because she was signed up by her mother, or because a friend was already 
going. Perhaps the one at the top right, who most clearly has the traces of 
a smile, found the whole thing a little silly—the solemnity of the accord 
between movement and music, and her teacher’s exhortations to express her-
self through these dictated choreographies. Perhaps Ito’s lessons in modern 
dance really did feel like a set of corporeal possibilities through which these 
girls could imagine themselves otherwise. And perhaps not.

These girls might have felt any of these things, and many more. Most 
important, each of them might have felt more than one desire, in succession 
or all at once. The point I want to make is: to believe in the promises that 
America makes to its inhabitants doesn’t mean one can’t also recognize their 
partiality, or their particular hollowness for people who are marked, in one 

Fig. 14. Nisei girls dancing. Photo by Toyo Miyatake, Toyo Miyatake Dance 
Collection, courtesy of Alan Miyatake.
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way or another, as less-than-fully citizens. That is, to name the exclusionary 
and violent contradictions that lie at the heart of American sociopolitical ide-
als doesn’t mean we must dismiss them, and the hold they might have had 
on Ito’s Nisei dancers. And while such attachments are certainly a version of 
Lauren Berlant’s cruel optimism, it might be something else as well, some-
thing that I am trying to name as particular to fantasy.59

If, as is often implied in the term’s usage, fantasy is the scene of an impos-
sible desire, it is also, as I suggested in this book’s introduction, what binds us 
to our world, the “real” one, in which we live. It is not just escapism, not just 
faithless promises and illusory attachments, or merely false consciousness. It 
is “how we build our claim to solidity in the world,”60 through our construc-
tion of the self within, and as a part of, the social collective. And for my pur-
poses, it is a bodily act; grounded in that which the body knows, and refuses 
to forget. To characterize Ito’s Nisei students as engaged in fantasy, then, 
means that the material conditions of their sociopolitical positions are part 
of that fantasy, and indeed, constitute it. In this reading, the Nisei dancing on 
stage at the Hollywood Bowl carry out a performance not of integration, but 
of its desire, and the painful, hopeful awareness of integration’s unreliability. 
In this reading, the young Nisei girl in Miyatake’s photograph whose hand 
hovers in front of her chest dreams of how dance might allow her to escape 
the circumscribed world of Little Tokyo, even as she knows that this is just a 
dream, and takes pleasure in it as a dream. It is not, then, her secret uncon-
scious that fantasizes, but rather, her arms held taut, and her neck poised at 
an angle. In this reading, she fantasizes through her body, and takes pleasure 
in the act of fantasizing, here, among her Nisei peers, in a photography studio 
in Little Tokyo, a few years before incarceration.

Kokutai: The Integrative National Body

In 1933, Isabel Morse Jones, the music and dance critic for the Los Angeles 
Times, gushed:

All that nonsense about “East is East and West is West and never the twain 
shall meet,” with due respect to Kipling, is disproven in one artist who lives 
now in Hollywood. Michio Ito is a Japanese with a European-American edu-
cational experience and his art and personal expression are as perfect an 
emulsion as any chemist could wish for. He was an oriental the first eighteen 
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years of his life. Then he became successively German, French, British and 
American as he traveled on his westward way. Today he is a true Californian; 
enthusiastic, optimistic, dreaming dreams of its future as the center of art 
and culture.61

Making reference to Kipling’s worn formula, Jones sees Ito as a materializa-
tion of the impossible encounter between East and West, and she stages it 
not as a meeting between cultural practices, or even two people, but rather as 
occurring within Ito’s performing body. In her eyes, the twain do not so much 
meet as become absorbed in each other, the parts no longer distinct from 
the whole. Moreover, Ito becomes “successively German, French, British and 
American,” as if he moves not only through his world itinerary, but through 
the ethnic and national identities of each place. Jones portrays this as an 
additive process, a collecting of locally marked “experience” and “expression,” 
such that Ito stands as a perfect cultural “emulsion.” Yet she also suggests that 
in each place, he becomes the quintessential representative of that culture; 
thus, he is now a “true Californian.”

Jones’s effusive characterization matches the integrationist significance 
read onto Ito by white supporters of the community arts movement, as dis-
cussed previously. That said, the description of Ito as a sort of international 
emulsion is striking, and in fact, uncannily matches contemporary Japa-
nese rhetoric about Japan as a “syncretic” nation, in what was known as the 
“mixed-nation theory.” From the 1880s through the 1930s, two theories of the 
origin of the Japanese people competed to be taken as the kokutai-ron, or 
theory of the national polity. While one of these—the homogenous-nation 
theory—seems commonplace now, it was the mixed-nation theory, which 
envisioned Japan as uniquely assimilative, that was especially useful to the 
imperial government as it sought to naturalize the presence of Japan’s new 
colonies, Taiwan and Korea, within its national imaginary.62

Kokutai, a term that could mean “national polity,” “national sovereignty,” 
“national essence,” or “body politic,” might also be taken more literally as 
“national body,” because it is made up of the kanji for “nation” and “body.” 
While the term itself was in use in premodern Japan, its modern formula-
tions drew from European models of theorizing the state, particularly J. C. 
Bluntschli’s Allgemeines Staatsrecht. In this German-derived model, the 
“body” was meant metaphorically as a description of relational organs, where 
the emperor represents the nation’s head and the various governmental 
departments are understood as its limbs. An alternative formulation asserted 
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that the nation is a natural body, in which the emperor and his subjects are 
united as parts in a whole. The family as a unit was taken as this argument’s 
building block; just as the family was a unit within which an essential Japa-
nese spirit and paternalistic relations of devotion served as the binding glue, 
so were these obligations expected to replicate across the scale of family, 
nation, and ultimately, incorporated empire. In the previous section, I con-
sidered what meanings and attachments Nisei might have held in studying 
dance with Ito, even as they experienced the effects of the US’s logic of racial 
exception. If assimilation was a complicated promise for these young danc-
ers, another model of integration—kokutai—suggests how Ito’s choreogra-
phy intertwined both national and imperial visions of bodily absorption.

Kokutai—in all its variations—relies on an implicit image of a body, and 
it is here that I think Ito’s work as a moving body is especially important. 
Kokutai is an abstract idea, and in Japanese historiography, it has formed the 
prefatory dyad to the postwar period’s zeitgeist of nikutai—the fleshly, physi-
cally needy and desirous individual body.63 But despite kokutai’s use as a met-
aphorical abstraction of the ideal relation between a nation and its subjects, 
it was also always being literalized in representations of the physical body. As 
Bert Winther-Tamaki, writing on the genre of Yōga, asserts, “the Yōga painter 
was one who sought to master imported techniques of wresting palpable 
images of human bodies from the material of oil paint and deployed these 
body images to serve the sociopolitical ends of visualizing and concretizing 
notions of the body politic that were more or less supportive of ideological 
goals associated with the state.”64 If painted depictions of soldiers served to 
materialize the ideology of the national body, then dance puts acute pressure 
on the meanings generated by the term kokutai, simultaneously so literal and 
metaphorical. For the medium of dance, temporal and transient—and unlike 
music, resistant to notation—is often seen as an immaterial art form. But 
the seeming immateriality of dance is precisely that which makes it seem 
to adhere so fully to the bodies executing it. Dance thus offers a potent site 
for the working out of what—or who—can be incorporated into a national 
body, and Ito served as an exemplary vision of kokutai—for both his Japanese 
American spectators and his white American audiences.

It is instructive to consider here one of his pieces, Ecclesiastique, origi-
nally choreographed in New York in 1922 to Tchaikovsky’s “Andante Canta-
bile” for the Pinwheel Revel, and rechoreographed in California in 1928, when 
it was set to music by Robert Schumann. In this piece, Ito’s Dalcroze-based 
technique is on full display; imagined as the vivification of a stained-glass 
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figure, the dance moves through several of his foundational poses. In its 
sense of drama and evocation, Ito rendered the potentially formulaic nature 
of his position-based technique into a fluid and affective piece. This popular 
piece had served in New York to cement Ito’s reputation as an “interpretive 
dancer”—that is, not only a choreographer of “oriental dance,” but an artist 
working in the genre that would soon be recognized as “modern dance.”

In California, Ecclesiastique was performed by Dorothy Wagner. Wagner, 
a statuesque blond, danced with striking presence, a quality noted repeatedly 
in reviews (the Rafu Shimpo declared that she danced the piece “with the fig-
ure of an angel”).65 Carol Sorgenfrei has read Wagner’s presence on Ito’s stage 
as a sign of the unassimilability of white dancers into his choreography, which 
she argues indicated Ito’s growing belief in the ascendant imperial ideology 
of Japanese superiority.66 But Ito’s setting of his choreography on the body of 
a (hypervisibly) white woman might alternatively suggest the very potency of 
his ability to master a choreographic, cultural, and indeed national repertoire. 
Following the insinuations of the mixed-nation theory, Ito’s dancing and cho-
reography thus figured an easily integrative national body, one in which the 
movements attributed to other nations (Germany and the US) could become 
naturalized within his body—and even set on others’.

In the choreographic success of a piece such as Ecclesiastique, I think we 
see the potency of dance as a figuration of kokutai. Ito’s success performing 
his version of Euro-American modern concert dance, reinforced by his ability 
to set his choreography on white dancers, vivified the possibilities of a body 
absorbing movement styles that seemed to not match its purported national 
identity. Indeed, dance itself, when performed as effortless, seamless, and 
unified, asserts a sense of naturalness that seems to ask, “how could the body 
move otherwise?” This naturalness is the fantasy of kokutai—that the national 
body, having absorbed alien others, will move with ease, vigor even, to per-
form as a unified, integrated whole. Moreover, the fantasy of kokutai is that 
subjects devote themselves to the nation freely, without coercion; when they 
die “for” the nation, they do so of their own free will. Thus, as Takashi Fuji-
tani has shown, the US military’s recruitment of incarcerated Nisei was car-
ried out under terms that sought their voluntary, indeed eager, participation. 
Likewise, the Japanese colonial regime’s campaign to recruit Korean soldiers 
involved a rigorous screening process that not only limited candidates to will-
ing volunteers, but refused those who were economically disadvantaged, to 
ensure that their enlisting was not driven by economic desperation.67 While 
dance certainly can depict constraint and coercion, its fantasy, especially in 
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modern dance, is of free movement. That is, the fantasy of modern dance is 
that we are simply seeing a body moving freely, propelled by its own internal 
impetus and volition. Dance’s embodiment of kokutai, then, instantiates this 
vision of an uncoerced, “natural” expression of national embodiment through 
an individual’s sincerely moving body.

Ito’s ambiguously signifying body, his choreographic absorption of dif-
ferent dance practices, and his success in using a range of young women in 
his dances all suggested how he could stand as a figuration of kokutai, which, 
as I have shown, was both a national and an imperial concern. But the ease 
with which Ito seemed to embody this vision of corporeal integration was 
also—precisely because of its national and imperial implications—a source 
of anxiety, especially with respect to his marriage to Hazel Wright. Indeed, 
the question of kokutai—of who belongs within a nation’s (racially defined) 
borders—is frequently one that comes down to marriage, as discourses of 
miscegenation and intermarriage, in both Japan and the US, have shown. 
So it was that the limits of Ito’s assimilative potential seemed to be revealed 
by the 1936 divorce from his wife, Hazel Wright. Newspapers across the US 
salaciously reported details of the divorce, playing upon the same Rudyard 
Kipling formulation that had earlier been used in praise, with headlines such 
as, “‘East is East,’ American Divorcee Now Agrees. Japanese Husband Reas-
sumed Oriental Ways, She Says”:

Blue-eyed Hazel Wright, American by birth and, until yesterday, Japanese 
by marriage, had her own explanation for what Kipling meant by “never the 
twain shall meet.”

Yesterday she obtained a divorce from Michio Ito, internationally known 
Japanese dancer. Today she told of the slowly developed rift that eventually 
shattered their marriage. He became Oriental, she more Occidental.

“When I married him thirteen years ago he was absolutely Western in his 
ways,” she said. “Now, as he grows older, he becomes more and more Orien-
tal.” The tendency, she explained, “appeared in his clothes, mannerisms, the 
food he wanted and the companionship he sought.”

“Nothing could have been more American than our early life,” said Miss 
Wright. “We were married at the City Hall in New York in 1923, lived in 
hotels, observed all the conventions of marriage as white races know them. 
Gradually, he changed.”

They have two sons, twelve and eight years old. One, the mother said, was 
calm, philosophical, intensely proud of his Japanese blood. The younger had 
the opposite attitude.68
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There are no accounts offering Ito’s version of events; by this time, it seems, 
he was living with a Japanese woman, Ozawa Tsuyako, who was to become 
his second wife. The gossipy report nevertheless evokes an image of Ito’s 
life in which his cosmopolitanism, a celebrated emulsion of East and West, 
slowly dissolved, as if separating back out the constituent elements. The 
news item makes passing reference to the exclusion laws that had gov-
erned the couple’s married life: beginning in 1907, US women who married 
foreigners lost their citizenship; the Cable Act of 1922 rescinded this law, 
except in cases where a woman married an alien ineligible for naturaliza-
tion, that is, an Asian man.69 Wed in 1923 in New York, where there were no 
antimiscegenation laws, their marriage, although legal, meant the expulsion 
of Wright from her nation of birth. In 1931, however, the law was amended 
to allow US women to retain their citizenship even if married to an Asian 
man; in 1934, the Equal Nationality Act gave to US-born women the ability 
to provide the possibility of naturalization to their foreign-born husbands 
(unless they were “aliens ineligible for citizenship”), and to pass on US cit-
izenship to their children if born overseas; this act, however, still aimed in 
various ways to especially restrict Asian people from settling in the US.70 
Over the thirteen years of their marriage, then, Wright’s national status 
fluctuated as a function of her sex; with nationality constituted as a mas-
culine property, the limits of national borders were drawn across her body. 
By contrast, for Ito, there was never any chance of American naturaliza-
tion. Indeed, throughout the report, it is suggested that there is something 
inexorable about being “Oriental”; although in his youth Ito had performed 
his way into an American—white—life, according to Wright, as he aged, 
his Japaneseness could no longer be stifled. In Ito’s supposed reversion to 
his racial essence, the couple’s two sons are similarly marked. In Wright’s 
account, one, taking after his father, is characterized as Japanese, while the 
other is “the opposite.” The metaphor of emulsion introduced in the early 
review by Isabel Morse Jones finds its conclusion, then, in the outcome 
of his procreation. An emulsion, after all, is not a total dissolution of two 
liquids into each other; it is, rather, a mixture in which one liquid is pres-
ent as microscopic droplets, distributed throughout the other. Despite Ito’s 
seeming ability to integrate multiple national cultures within his body, here, 
with his divorce and the rising forces of anti-Japanese racialization, Ito’s 
cosmopolitan emulsiveness seemed to break, and the constituent elements 
separated back out, in the bodies of his two sons.
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Costume Fantasies

Over the course of his time in Los Angeles, Ito established his reputation 
as a modern dance choreographer and arts advocate, not only alongside his 
engagement with the Japanese immigrant community, but in certain respects, 
through his efforts to integrate the Nisei into the region’s white cultural 
sphere. Even as his divorce unfolded and anti-Japanese sentiment rose, Ito 
continued staging large productions and leading his schools. In June of 1936 he 
choreographed a production of Gluck’s Orpheus at the Redlands Bowl, clearly 
echoing his early student days at the Dalcroze Institute, where the opera had 
been famously staged a month before he enrolled in the summer of 1913. In 
November 1936, Ito staged a ballet for the Los Angeles Federal Music Proj-
ect’s production of La Traviata, and in December he presented some of his 
dances for a children’s benefit at the Hollywood High School. In August 1937, 
Ito staged the most celebrated of his California works: two large-scale bal-
lets for the Hollywood Bowl season, Etenraku and Blue Danube. These pieces 
represented a culmination of his efforts in the 1930s to commit himself to the 
ideal of community dance and its promises of integration. Set against Japan’s 
invasion of China that summer, the production also represented Ito’s dogged 
attempt to maintain his position as cosmopolitan artist. Indeed, these ballets 
revealed that the fantasies of integration that Ito staged with his dancers were 
one version of the more fundamental fantasy on which Ito constructed his 
sense of self: the idea that art-making could produce the conditions and rela-
tions for peace, and that he had a role to play in this political brokering.

In the two ballets, Ito set his choreography to classical music—the Jap-
anese Etenraku, which newspapers glossed as “Music Coming through 
Heaven,” and Johann Strauss’s Blue Danube. Etenraku was a modern musi-
cal arrangement by the conductor Viscount Konoe Hidemaro, of an eighth-
century gagaku, music traditionally performed with dance in the ancient 
Kyoto imperial court. The stage was decorated with an enormous gold fold-
ing screen, 150 feet long and 14 feet high, that caught and reflected the gleam 
of the stage lights so that the downstage folds appeared as a series of gold 
columns running across the stage. The costumes loosely evoked ancient Japa-
nese regalia; kimono-like robes in heavy silks and rich brocade were set off by 
elaborate headdresses. For Blue Danube, Ito designed costumes “in an empire 
style” in shades of blue silk; the stage lighting used similar washes of blue light 
to complement the dancers. The pieces featured both Japanese and white 
dancers. These included Shineo Ono, a dancer from Japan who had arrived 



Japanese America and Fantasies of Integration	 153

2RPP

in California the previous year, as well as several of Ito’s Nisei students, such 
as Kazuo Sumida, Lily Arikawa, Cecelia Nakamura, Yoshiko Sato, and Fumi 
Tanaka, who all appeared in Etenraku. From broader Los Angeles, dancers 
such as Flower Hujer, Ivan Kashkevich, Miriam Dawn, Byron Pointdexter, 
Barbara Perry, and Paul Foltz were listed as central in the ballets.71 The Los 
Angeles Times called Etenraku “mysterious and exquisite,” while Blue Danube 
was considered such a hit that it was reprised on September 24, with con-
ducting by Adolf Tandler, along with two Mozart minuettos, in celebration of 
the opening of a new pedestrian passageway to the Bowl.

The critical praise and reprise performances at a major civic celebration 
suggest that the Los Angeles public still appreciated Ito’s stagings—japoniste 
and “European”—and felt that they heightened the city’s artistic reputation. 
On the surface, these ballets appeared to stage—more successfully than 
ever—the vision of integration that Ito had committed to over the 1930s. But 
precisely in the ballets’ use of mirrored historical referents, and in the use 
of Nisei dancers to represent Japanese characters, the 1937 production sug-
gested how much the fantasy of integration relied on elisions between race 
and nation, and aestheticizations of national histories.

Both pieces staged history fantasies, and both suggested that history 
could provide an access point for the work of embodied integration. Like 
so many of Ito’s earlier pieces, Etenraku is another version of the “orien-
tal” fantasy. The choreography effectively orientalizes Ito’s own movement 
vocabulary, along the lines of the gestural repertoire developed by prac-
titioners of “oriental” dance discussed in chapter 3. For example, photo-
graphs show the hovering raised knees with flexed feet and torqued torsos, 
the sharp juxtaposition of head and torso, and the flipped-up hand, which 
suggest a stylization evocative of notions of an “oriental,” and particularly 
Japanese physicality. The casting, too, with white performers integrated 
into the group, carries out the expectation that white (especially female) 
bodies could effectively access the repertoire of this embodied fantasy.72 As 
in many instances of “oriental dance,” the point of departure for this piece 
was a historical referent—eighth-century Japan—that provided a “real” 
foundation for this theatrical scene. But the effect of orientalism, here as 
elsewhere, is to subject the past to the mechanisms of enchantment and 
make-believe. From the dancers’ costumes to the music, Etenraku invoked 
Japanese history to provide a setting for embodied fantasy.

Seemingly worlds away, Blue Danube offered a similar vision. Ito staged 
a dance of courtship: at the piece’s beginning, male and female dancers are 
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separated on opposite sides of the stage, beaming with amorous anticipa-
tion. They come together, smoothly sorted into heterosexual couples, and 
fulfill the promise of romantic love through the repertoire of courtly ball-
room dance. The choreography mines both the waltz, and ballet’s mining of 
the waltz. In costumes no less uncomfortable in the August sun than those 
of Etenraku, and with dance steps that had to be learned just as studiously 
as those of Etenraku, Blue Danube invokes a “history” that is as much a site 
of imaginative play as its Japanese counterpart in the program. Paired, these 
ballets carry out a complicated ideological leveling. For though Blue Danube 
would have seemed “familiar” to many in the audience, and Etenraku “exotic,” 
Ito choreographed both as courtly costume dramas, rendering each piece’s 
indexed “past” as a site of historical fantasy and imaginative pleasure.

Ito clearly conceived of the ballets as jointly weaving together the Los 
Angeles Japanese and white arts communities. A publicity collage made by 
the Hollywood Bowl emphasized that the evening represented an entwining 
of two traditions, and two communities.73 With small central circles for the 
faces of Konoe and Ito, the rest of the poster features eight photographs, four 
from each dance. Each photograph zooms in on a small grouping of dancers 
presented mostly as couples or triplets. While the two ballets at first seem 
contrasted, the photos in fact contain multiple echoes, revealing similar cho-
reography and atmosphere. The top right photo from Etenraku, for instance, 
in which the dancers point one foot in tendu and raise one arm overhead, is 
echoed in the Blue Danube photo on the bottom left, in which the dancers 
hold a similar pose. Above them, in the middle left, three white women from 
Blue Danube tilt their heads to the right, with arms stretched out low beneath 
them, and eyes cast to the right corner. A nearly mirror image occupies the 
photograph diagonally above this one, with three women in Etenraku; this 
time their heads are tilted stage left and the eyes follow suit. The other four 
photos all present dancers linked together either by their hands or with arms 
around each other’s  waist, with one foot raised in a low attitude. This move-
ment, a basic ballet position, is shown to be similarly fundamental to forms 
of Japanese dance, where it is done with a flexed foot. The collage, rather 
than presenting a mélange of two vastly different dance traditions, suggests a 
similarity of movement vocabulary, and the ease with which different bodies 
can take up these positions.

The collage’s juxtaposing of the two ballets represented a complicated 
intertwining of the traditions, nations, and communities. The musical selec-
tions represented two “classical” traditions—that of medieval Japan, and that 
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Fig. 17. Hollywood Bowl Publicity Collage, August 17, 19, 20, 1937. Los Angeles 
Philharmonic Archives.
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of Vienna in imperial Austro-Hungary—and with these historical references, 
emblematized two ethno-racial communities. Thus the bodies of the dancers 
could be taken as corporeal instantiations of those traditions, even as white 
dancers performed in Etenraku and Japanese dancers performed in Blue 
Danube. More subtle, however, was the tension between the Nisei dancers, 
many of whom had never before encountered gagaku, and the image of tra-
ditional Japan they were assumed not simply to represent, but intrinsically 
to embody. This indexical slippage, of taking the Nisei as figures for Japan, 
foreshadows the same slippage of race and nation invoked to justify their 
incarceration four and a half years later.

What the collage sought to communicate via juxtaposed photographs, 
the paired dance symphonies represented in the bodies of the performers, 
asserting that dance was a means of community formation—where that com-
munity might be local, national, and even international (or imperial). The 
accessibility of the choreography and the interchangeability of the dancers 
promoted art as a form of equal access to cultural forms, national histories, 
and a sense of belonging. The ambiguity of the Nisei’s signification, mean-
while, in which they could be taken as both Japanese American, and as Japa-
nese, allowed one to imagine that their participation materialized not simply 
integration of the Japanese American community with the white, but of Japan 
and America.

The fantasies staged by Etenraku and Blue Danube were necessary pre-
cisely because of the political background against which Ito presented them. 
In early July of that summer, the buildup of hostilities between China and the 
multiplying Japanese forces stationed there erupted in the Marco Polo Bridge 
Incident, which marks the beginning of the Asia-Pacific War. For the rest of 
the summer, Japanese forces pressed on in an invasion of China, and news-
papers detailed the mounting Japanese brutality in front-page headlines. On 
July 31, the Hollywood Citizen News announced “Helpless Chinese Slaugh-
tered in New Assault on Tientsin. Joyful Invaders Hail Slaughter of Foes.” On 
August 16, two days before the Hollywood Bowl performance, the front-page 
headline read, “Thousands Killed in Gory Battle for Shanghai. Americans 
Flee Holocaust.”

Ito’s Hollywood Bowl presentation emphatically tried to wrench specta-
tors’ attention away from these events, insisting that art could be a removed, 
unifying endeavor. This was particularly explicit in the publicity surround-
ing the famed conductor Konoe Hidemaro, who in addition to leading the 
Tokyo Philharmonic, came from an elite political family and was by birth 



Japanese America and Fantasies of Integration	 159

2RPP

a member of the peerage. His brother, Konoe Fumimaro, had just become 
prime minister in June, a post he would occupy until January 1939. The con-
ductor’s presence in California thus could have met with disapprobation. 
However, promoting art over politics, the Los Angeles Times announced in 
July: “Wise Nipponese: Viscount Hidemaro Konoye of Japan, who comes to 
this season’s Bowl to conduct the Michio Ito Ballet, believes that when music 
interferes with politics you should give up politics. Before sailing for America 
he resigned his post in the House of Peers, explaining that his musical duties 
made membership impracticable.”74 Konoe’s renunciation of politics in favor 
of his music was a gesture that grounded the event’s primary claim: that art 
could supersede war. This was, without a doubt, an intentional strategy on 
the part of the Japanese government. Indeed, by 1937 Japan had cultivated 
its reputation as a land of artistry and devotion to craft aesthetics to distract 
from its growing military capabilities and acts of imperial aggression.

The choice of Blue Danube too carried overt political signification amid 
disavowal of any political meaning. Following the dissolution of the Austro-
Hungarian empire at the end of World War I, the Blue Danube waltz was 
embraced as music that was quintessentially Viennese, and therefore Aus-
trian. It thus served the retrenchment into nationalism that so frequently 
follows the loss of imperial holdings, whereby a newly constructed cultural 
identity helps naturalize redrawn national borders. Through the 1920s and 
30s it served as an increasingly resonant soundscape for the idea of national 
unity, and after Germany began its attempts at annexation in 1934, as the 
musical theme of national independence. By 1937, the Blue Danube was 
being put to multiple political purposes at once: still resonant as a celebra-
tion of Austria’s (withering) independence, it had also become the signature 
tune of the Fatherland Front, Austria’s own fascist party.75 The Blue Danube 
is famous, however, because it is so catchy; it is beloved as “light music,”—
orchestral entertainment perfect for dancing, rather than “serious” art. The 
Blue Danube waltz, then, is a piece of music that encodes political signifi-
cance, while assuring the listener, with every cello tremor and swelling horn, 
that this is simply music to joyfully sweep you off your feet.

Etenraku and Blue Danube offered to both dancers and spectators the 
pleasure of choreographic escapism. This escapism worked through the 
very specificity of historical referent, where places that were currently sites 
of political anxiety could be recast as locales of stunning mystique and joy-
ful coupling. This effect was compounded, rather than undermined, by the 
Hollywood Bowl’s outdoor setting, with all its local specificity. The open 
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amphitheater, where stage lights met the Southern California summer night 
sky, suggested not just the venue, but Los Angeles itself as a stage set for 
these fantasies, and indeed any others. As Mitchell Greenberg, following Jean 
Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, has observed, “fantasy is not the object 
of desire, but a scene, a stage setting for the elaboration of desire.”76 Etenraku 
and Blue Danube staged both the fantasy of history as escapist retreat, and 
the fantasy of history as a venue for integration. These were settings, then, 
for the playing out of the many desires held by Nisei, by Issei elites and their 
white progressive counterparts, and by Ito himself, to claim ownership of 
these appealing histories and reimagine them as the basis for an idealized 
future. For Ito especially, the successful work of staging these two fantasti-
cal ballets seemed to affirm that he, in particular, could present art, and the 
embodied work of dance, as a strategy of friendship, of shared (movement) 
vocabularies, shared histories, and shared theatrical enjoyment. For those 
evenings in August, it might have seemed momentarily, tantalizingly possible 
for art-making to eternally suspend the oncoming descent into war.

The tensions and political realities that the 1937 Hollywood Bowl con-
certs tried to choreograph away suggested the ways in which Ito’s status as a 
cosmopolitan artist was beginning to lose its force. A similar shift is visible 
in the four trips abroad he took during the 1930s, which are treated in the 
next chapter. While his tours to Japan in 1931 and to Mexico in 1934 were met 
with enthusiasm for the international, integrationist possibilities his danc-
ing seemed to suggest, subsequent trips to Japan in 1939 and 1940 met with 
changed spectatorship, as critics began to reject his “foreign” approach. So 
too did Ito’s desire to mediate between Japan and the US become an increas-
ing liability each time he returned home: the FBI began tracking his activities, 
his trips to Japan suggested he might be a spy, and his efforts to promote 
integration through Japanese culture appeared as forms of imperial propa-
ganda. The incarceration of Ito and his Nisei dancers only a few years after 
the Hollywood Bowl event seems to render their desires “mere” fantasies, 
self-deceiving attachments to naïve political hopes. But if such fantasies 
were an escape, or a refuge, then they might also be a kind of self-preserving 
impulse, of a kind we will also see in Ito’s wartime notebooks in chapter 6. A 
complicated mix of inner and outer life, fantasy might have offered Ito and 
his students a way of continuing to be themselves, as the world around them 
became unrecognizable.
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Chapter Five

Cosmopolitanism, Masculinity, and National 
Embodiment in the Borderless Empire

Japan, 1931; Mexico, 1934; Japan, 1939–1940;  
Japan, 1940–1941

Ito’s twelve years in California were punctuated by trips abroad—to Japan in 
the spring of 1931, to Mexico in the summer of 1934, again to Japan from the 
end of 1939 to the summer of 1940, and once more to Japan over the winter 
of 1940–1941. These trips brought him in front of audiences who had their 
own investments in what Ito’s dancing signified. And these audiences, with 
the exception of the Mexican cultural elite, were predominantly Japanese. 
Yet, there was notable variety in this reception, as spectators, critics, and at 
one point, even the Tokyo Metropolitan Police, saw in Ito’s dancing body an 
instantiation of the various affiliations that they held for themselves—or held 
in suspicion. Across this varied reception, Ito vivified a pressing question: 
how does a body carry (or seem to carry) race, nation, and culture within 
it? As this chapter will explore, in his various international trips during the 
1930s, Ito became a particularly resonant—and vexing—figure for the mixed-
ness of empire, and the concerns that arose when this mixedness was located 
within an individual’s body.

Ito carried these significations in multiple, contradictory ways: one was 
his body, which was read as racially/ethnically Japanese—although in Mex-
ico some critics found this to be ambiguous; another was his choreography, 
which in both its interpretive and “oriental” genres represented several differ-
ent cultures; a third path of signification was his biography—where Ito was 
born (Japan), where he was educated (Germany and England), and where he 
lived (the US) could all be taken as national identifications that he carried 
with him.

Central to the ambiguities attached to Ito’s body were the peculiar cir-
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cumstances of what Eiichiro Azuma characterizes as Japan’s “borderless 
empire.” As Azuma explains, Japan’s practice of borderless settler colonial-
ism “lumped together Japanese-governed territories and foreign lands as 
the undifferentiated object of expansionist fantasies and practices under the 
all-encompassing language of overseas development.”1 Japan’s relatively late 
start in colonial conquest meant that many territories (such as the US, and 
then Hawaii) were not only closed to the establishment of formal Japanese 
sovereignty, but also asserted exclusionary politics propelled by white set-
tler colonialism/racism. Japan’s expansion proceeded via private endeavors of 
settler colonialism, which created a patchwork, “borderless empire” of Japa-
nese subjects, “bound by racial ties and national consciousness,”2 who were 
imagined—and imagined themselves—as laying the groundwork for an inter-
connected, future New Japan.

Azuma’s masterful study focuses on the Japanese farmers and agricul-
turalists who crisscrossed the Pacific, serving as the agents of this borderless 
empire. These agrarian migrants were the predominant and explicit foot sol-
diers of this extramilitary colonial project. But in this chapter, I suggest that 
for many Japanese commentators, both in Japan and abroad, Ito was under-
stood within a similar paradigm, and that Ito’s status as a dancer (that is, 
an artist whose art is embodied) elucidates different aspects of this imperial 
fantasy. What Ito’s example suggested was that the borderless empire was not 
something only to be carried out through the migrating bodies of Japanese 
subjects, but was also something that could be corporealized, within individ-
ual bodies, as a repertoire of embodied expansionism. That is, the production 
of a sense of borderless presence could be achieved within the body itself.

The idea of a body carrying within itself some kind of imperial expan-
sionism contains echoes of the concept of “extraterritoriality,” a form of “legal 
imperialism,” whereby rather than being subject to the laws of the place in 
which a person is, that person carries the laws of their own country with 
them; in these cases, imperial sovereign jurisdiction effectively attaches to a 
person, beyond the geographic bounds of territorial possession.3 Extraterri-
toriality was a principle with which Japan was painfully familiar. It was a key 
feature of the “unequal treaties” that the US forced on Japan in the 1850s, and 
eliminating this provision was one of the major motivations behind Japan’s 
effort to have the treaties renegotiated, a process that went on through the 
1890s. By contrast, the agents of Japan’s borderless empire did not carry 
extraterritoriality, or any kind of protected sovereignty, within their bodies—
thus the precarity of their position. They did, nevertheless, carry something 
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of their nation with them—a sense of attachment, certainly, but also of agen-
tial purpose.

In this chapter, I trace the shifting requirements of national embodiment 
as revealed by the interpretations that his spectators assigned to Ito. In Japan 
in 1931, Ito was seen as a potent figure of Japanese imperial cosmopolitanism—
for many, as a sign of the nation’s assimilative capacity, but for some, a dis-
turbing reminder of other nations’ incursions into Japan’s sovereignty. In 
Mexico in 1934, two distinct reception formations—Japanese immigrants 
in Mexico, and Mexican cultural critics—both read Ito according to their 
own fantasies of what a (masculine) figure of national agency required. For 
Japanese immigrants, Ito’s successes confirmed their own value to the Japa-
nese Empire as subjects living outside of Japan’s formal territorial holdings; 
for Mexican cultural critics, however, Ito seemed to represent a provocative 
mirror for the national ideology of mestizaje, whereby his own corporeal 
ambiguity and profession as a dancer potentially undermined the masculine 
power attributed to this ideology. Ito’s second trip to Japan, from late 1939 
to mid-1940, found a less liberal atmosphere; while critics still welcomed his 
achievements, his “cosmopolitanism” was now marked as “foreignness,” and 
with this shift, his form of Japanese embodiment was no longer suited to the 
nation’s needs. The chapter closes with a brief consideration of one more trip 
Ito took to Japan, over the winter of 1940 to 1941, documented via conjectures 
by the FBI—yet one more fantasy of what Ito’s border-crossing body signified.

The period covered in this chapter thus overlaps with that of the previous 
chapter, which focused on Ito’s activities in California in the 1930s. By pulling 
out his trips outside the US into a separate chapter, I am able to highlight 
other thematics in his career. Thus, while chapter 4 explored how Ito became 
a figure for fantasies of integration, here I shift our attention to frameworks 
of imperialism and masculinity. As will become clear, as in the previous chap-
ter, these are concepts of ideological struggle, which Ito seemed to provoke 
because his body was so frequently taken as representing some notion of the 
national body, or kokutai. Pulling out these international trips also allows 
me to take an explicitly reception-focused tack in this chapter. That means 
that while this chapter gives an account of Ito’s activities in each place, I am 
less interested in Ito’s own sense of himself as an artist here, and primarily 
concerned with other people’s fantasies, and how Ito served as an irresistible 
figure for those fantasies. In this way, this chapter offers a certain rhyme with 
chapter 3, in which I examined the fantasies of Japan and the Orient, for 
which Ito became a particularly resonant figure. But whereas the reception 
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evidence in chapter 3 figures Ito within the terms of collection, as a curio or 
as an individual collector, and thus points to a framing of Asian masculin-
ity as an object of (repressed) desire, in this chapter, terms of cosmopolitan-
ism, amalgamation, and foreignness can be understood as working to frame 
Asian masculinity as a conduit for nation- and empire-making, that is, as a 
subject of world-historical import. Put differently, the fantasies of chapter 3 
revolve around the idealization/abjectification of Ito’s body as a site of (semi-) 
private desire; the fantasies here in chapter 5 revolve around the question of 
how audiences imagined Ito to perform as a masculine subject of history, and 
indeed, of whether his version of Japanese masculinity was the one needed 
for this moment in time.

Perhaps precisely because the masculine, as a historical agent, appears as 
a fraught value in the various receptions examined here, the question of inter-
marriage also haunts the fantasies swirling around Ito on these trips. Indeed, 
intermarriage as a sociopolitical issue repeatedly intersects with the inter-
culturalism of his dancing to produce an ambiguity about the exact nature of 
Ito’s national-racial-cultural cosmopolitanism. Notable here is the contrast 
with the status of intermarriage, or “amalgamation” in the US, where it was 
a threatening and nearly unspeakable circumstance, and in Mexico, where it 
was upheld as a foundation for national vigor.4 In both places, anxiety over 
patrimony led to elaborately constructed ideologies about the nation’s blood 
essence; in the US, the concept of miscegenation imagined a racial threat to 
supposed national purity; in Mexico, mestizaje articulated a national essence 
predicated on racial mixing. As we will see, Japan shifted between these two 
paradigms, as it attempted to elaborate a eugenic paradigm that comple-
mented its own imperial program. As Ito traveled, his own body, his chore-
ography, and his biography seemed to variously signify all of these competing 
visions for what a cosmopolitan masculinity could mean for the state, as his 
many spectators projected their own desires and interpretations onto him.

Japan, 1931: Worldly Dancing

Ito arrived in Yokohama on April 10, 1931, five months before the Manchurian 
Incident and Japan’s full-blown invasion and occupation of Manchuria. At 
the turn of the decade, military and right-wing factions were gaining power, 
pushing for greater aggression in Asia and a rejection of US diplomatic ties. 
But many progressives in Japan were still emphatically committed to ideals 
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of international cooperation, and liberal notions of individual and social free-
dom common during the “Taisho Democracy” (1912–1926) were still part of 
public daily life. Against this backdrop, Ito’s various commentators saw in 
him a chance to work out what “worldly” meant, as an embodied charac-
teristic, and for Japan. To some critics, worldliness was a form of imperial 
cosmopolitanism and a sign of Japanese expansion, but to others, such as the 
Metropolitan Police, it was a sign of the dissolution of Japanese order—and 
perhaps, even, of Japanese “purity.”

Ito’s visit was double-billed as a triumphant return for the artist to per-
form for his own country, as well as a sort of delayed honeymoon. Traveling 
with Ito was his wife, Hazel Wright, and their two sons, Donald and Gerald. 
Ito also brought along several dancers, including local Los Angeles dancers 
Charles Teske and Jerre (née Miles Marshon), about whom little other infor-
mation exists; Waldeen Falkenstein, who would go on to become a pioneer 
of modern dance in Mexico; and Teru Izumida, who was one of Ito’s Nisei 
students from the Japanese American community. Over two months, the 
group presented around five recitals, performing most of the pieces in Ito’s 
repertoire. Tango and Pizzicati, with which Ito closed every performance, 
were hailed as masterpieces. Also popular were Hazel Wright’s performances 
of Habanera and Little Shepherdess, Teske’s Primitive Rhythms, and Waldeen 
in Sonata. The solo dances were broken up with some of Ito’s group piec-
es—En Bateau, Ecclesiastique, Etude, and Prelude. Tokyo newspapers noted 
that Ito’s old artist friends—Ishii Baku, Yamado Gorō, and Hanayagi Sumi—
all attended performances, as did the Russian ambassador.

The troupe’s recitals were evaluated with enthusiastic praise, as well as 
some jingoism. Touching on the costuming and lighting, and the concept 
behind each dance, the critic Ushiyama Mitsuru declared, “everything thor-
oughly surpassed the dance troupes that have visited Japan up until now.”5 
Ushiyama had, for example, reviewed performances by La Argentina in 1929 
and the Sakaroffs at the beginning of 1931, but he might have also been think-
ing of the Denishawn troupe, which had visited Japan in 1925 and stopped 
by again at the end of their tour of Asia in 1926.6 He continued, “As long as 
we have Ito Michio, I think we need not feel inferior to any other countries 
on the world’s dance stage.”7 Such a comparison asserted Ushiyama’s own 
informed critical acumen, and placed Tokyo on the map as a frequent site of 
touring performance. Ito’s visit thus allowed critics and the cultural elite to 
demonstrate their active participation in and affiliation with a global modern 
culture.
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Ito’s presence also served as an occasion for an articulation of imperial 
cosmopolitanism as a valuable performance of Japaneseness. While Ushi-
yama compared Ito, who had come from abroad, to other foreign dancers, he 
also included Ito in his rhetorical “we”—the “we” of dance spectators, artists, 
and promoters of national achievement. Ushiyama’s characterization of Ito 
as performing “worldly dancing” (sekaiteki buyō), then, evokes multiple sig-
nifications. On the one hand, “worldly” carries the valence of “cosmopolitan.” 
In this nuance, “worldly” is a word that reveals an orientation: it expresses an 
appreciation for other cultural practices, and an affiliation with those who 
esteem globally circulating artistic products. In this sense, worldly signifies 
almost the opposite of “foreign,” in that it signifies a desire to bring distant 
people, practices, and things close, and to fold them into a fantasy of friendly 
availability. On the other hand, “worldly” here might also be a literal descrip-
tion of the subjects of Ito’s choreography—the “oriental dance” embodiments 
that made up much of his repertoire. Indeed, Ushiyama goes on to write, 
“Within his dances there is China, Java, Russia, every country of Western 
Europe. And of course, his native country Japan proudly offered its spirit to 
his art via the Noh. Each country’s dance essence and dance idiom was skill-
fully digested, in his creation of a unique dance artistry.”8 This is again the 
concept of kokutai that we saw in chapter 4, an assimilative national body that 
is not at all metaphorical, but applauded as an effective, performative practice 
of corporeal-imperial expansion. These two significations of “worldly” are not 
contradictory; as my discussion of “oriental dance” in chapter 3 showed, the 
“worldliness” of “oriental dance” embodiments was predicated on an attitudi-
nal “worldliness” of presumed intimacy and access across the globe.

If Ito’s worldly dancing offered critics the opportunity to assert a cosmo-
politan affiliation, and to see in Ito an embodiment of a particularly cosmo-
politan imperialism, questions about the reach of Japan’s empire also mani-
fested in more disruptive incidents. On May 5, the troupe performed for a 
gathering of the International Club at the Tokyo Kaikan. Halfway through, 
in the middle of one of Hazel Wright’s dances, the inspector general and five 
policemen from the local Marunouchi Station burst in, leaping on stage to 
arrest Wright and terminate the performance. The Itos were brought to the 
police station, accompanied by the outraged chairman of the International 
Club. As newspapers reported the next day, the recital violated a prohibition 
against “social dancing,” since the program contained dances such as Tango 
and Empire Waltz.9 Social dancing—by which was meant, popular forms of 
Western couples’ dance—was seen as a menace to public morality, leading to 
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frequent raids on dancehalls during the 1920s and ’30s. The law cited in Ito’s 
case was the Regulations Concerning the Management of Performance Halls 
and Performances (kōgyōjō oyobi kōgyō torishimari kisoku), which had been 
in force since 1921, when a series of earlier laws governing theater, entertain-
ment halls, film, and so on, were combined into one. Ito and the chairman 
argued with the inspector general until 2 a.m., when it was finally determined 
that the arrest was the result of a series of misunderstandings: prior to the 
performance, as was required, the chairman of the Tokyo Kaikan had sub-
mitted an application for the performance. It was at first refused because the 
recital included dances such as the foxtrot, tango, waltz, and dances to blues 
music, which seemed to violate the injunction against social dancing. Four 
days later, the chairman went to the Public Safety Division and explained 
that the recital was strictly “stage dancing” in which some dances took social 
dance as their subject. He thereby secured an oral agreement permitting the 
recital to occur. Either this information was not passed on or the inspector 
general later changed his mind about the recital’s legality, a “misunderstand-
ing” that resulted in the dramatic raid. Once Ito had worked out the issue and 
been released, the inspector general and chief of the Public Safety Division 
announced that new regulations would be drawn up to avoid similar situa-
tions in the future. These aimed to simplify the petition process and granted 
social-dancing exemptions for private banquets and artists performing in 
their own studios. Citing the uniform regulations of dancehalls, however, 
they stated that no new halls would be permitted to open.

The incident, though effectively resolved, revealed the tension underlying 
the presence of Ito’s troupe. In a common modernist gesture, Ito’s choreog-
raphy used popular cultural forms—in this case, social dancing—as material 
for his modern stage dancing. But this distinction was lost on the police, who 
saw in Ito’s recital a threat to public morality. Indeed, though the problem 
seemed to be the police’s lack of sophistication in recognizing different forms 
of dance, their objection registers the broader threat posed by the dancing 
body. For while Ito’s choreography did not feature men and women pressed 
up against each other, in the bodily citations of social dancing’s postures and 
choreography, Ito’s dancers could be seen to also embody its wantonness, 
and they did so on a highly visible stage. That the troupe was primarily for-
eign, and performing foreign forms of dance, was at the root of its apparent 
threat to public morality. The Asahi Shimbun hinted at this when a columnist 
hypothesized that the troupe might also have violated a rule requiring foreign 
performers to submit proof of identity. Although a quotation from the chief 



168	 FANTASIES OF ITO MICHIO

Revised Pages

clerk of entertainment of the Metropolitan Police Department seemed to dis-
miss this possibility, the hypothesis registered the disruptive nature of Ito’s 
presence.10 For the troupe, made up of both Japanese and white dancers, per-
forming an array of different national and racial personas in their borrowed 
dance forms, suggested how national purity or morality could be violated 
even when one danced alone.

It was, then, perhaps no accident that the police burst in during one of 
Hazel Wright’s numbers. Wright, Ito’s white wife and the mother of his two 
sons, represented a particularly vexed position between two empires. At the 
point of her marriage to Ito in New York in 1923, Wright became subject to 
the Cable Act of 1922, which revised the Expatriation Act of 1907 such that 
US-born women who married foreign nationals could retain their US citi-
zenship, unless their husbands were “aliens ineligible for citizenship”—that 
is, Asian men. When the couple moved to California in 1929, though their 
marriage was legal because it had taken place in another state, they surely 
contended with denouncements of “miscegenation,” which in California was 
illegal. Meanwhile, intermarriage in Japan had been an actively debated issue 
since the 1880s, a debate that drew on various globally circulating eugen-
ics discourses as well as native theories of Japanese identity. Early on, many 
intellectuals explicitly encouraged intermarriage with white Europeans and 
Americans as a strategy of supposed racial improvement;11 as Japan pursued 
its assimilation and imperialization (kōminka) policies in Taiwan and Korea, 
intermarriage was also recommended as a way to absorb inhabitants of those 
countries into Japan;12 and by the 1920s, for many commentators class was 
seen as an equal or greater concern in determining “superior” or “inferior” 
offspring.13 In 1930, however, the Japan Association of Racial Hygiene was 
founded, and theories of “racial purity,” which had been widely circulating 
since the 1880s, began to dominate. As Tessa Morris-Suzuki notes, because 
so many Japanese researchers were educated in Germany, some were recep-
tive to the racial ideas of National Socialism, but because within that par-
adigm, the Japanese were considered an inferior race, many also rejected 
that framing.14 From a legal perspective, Japan’s citizenship laws stated that 
foreign-born women could be absorbed into the polity if their names were 
entered in the family koseki, or registry.

It is impossible to know what position on intermarriage the inspector 
general of the Metropolitan Police held in 1931. But it seems likely that some-
where between the generic ambiguity of the program’s dances and the “racial 
admixture” represented by Hazel Wright (and the couple’s two sons), Ito 
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appeared as a troublesome figure. The relationship between the company’s 
repertoire and the company’s personnel, moreover, was not simply one of 
parallelism; social dance, after all, was such a contentious activity because it 
seemed not simply to represent, but to actually induce, sexual and reproduc-
tive transgression. The police raid, then, sought to halt both the symbolic and 
performative effects of the company’s presence in Japan. Moreover, the raid 
was an exercise in asserting Japanese sovereignty—over them all, but particu-
larly over Hazel Wright, who legally could not claim the protection of the US 
government. The shifting grounds on which the police based their raid, then, 
were perhaps more than a misunderstanding, but spoke to a persistent, but 
usually thwarted, desire on the part of the Japanese government to make the 
US attend to it as an equal imperial power.

The contrast between dance critics such as Ushiyama and the Metropol-
itan Police’s reception of Ito suggests competing formulations for Japanese 
masculinity and its role in maintaining the empire. Ushiyama’s comments 
could be read as envisioning Ito as precisely one of Japan’s agents of empire, his 
bodily capacity for absorbing repertoires standing as a more general capacity 
of Japanese expansion. It is harder to pin down what the police thought: Ito’s 
marriage to Wright could be a sign of Japanese strength, especially given the 
gender roles involved; conversely, she could be a sign of Japanese dissolution, 
exemplified in the couple’s choice to present “social dances” on stage. Either 
way, the strength of their reactions suggest that it mattered that Ito was a 
Japanese man, whose actions had consequences for Japan’s evolving position 
in the world.

Interestingly, on the return voyage, two other internationally circulating 
Japanese actors were on board: Sessue Hayakawa and Sano Seki. Fujita Fujio 
suggests that Ito and Hayakawa already knew each other from meeting in 
New York;15 Hayakawa had had immense success as a matinée idol during 
the silent-film era, playing roles as a sexually alluring villain—roles that pro-
pelled him to stardom, but also were seen by Japanese, in both the US and 
Japan, as contributing to anti-Japanese sentiment. Hayakawa’s career paral-
leled Ito’s, not only because of the film star’s own transnational circulation, 
but because, as Daisuke Miyao has shown, his success in the US also hinged 
on a precarious masculinity, that was successful so long as it was alluring 
without appearing threatening.16 Sano Seki, meanwhile, was a major figure in 
proletarian theater. Like Ito’s brother, Senda Koreya, Sano had been moved 
to political action by the 1923 Kanto earthquake, and the vigilante violence 
against Koreans in the earthquake’s aftermath. In the 1920s, Sano and Senda 
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worked together in proletarian theater; Sano was, in fact, on the ship as a 
replacement for Senda, as a representative of Japanese proletarian theater 
organizations at a meeting of the International Workers’ Dramatic Union 
in Moscow.17 Fujita suggests that on the ship, Sano enthusiastically engaged 
the company members in conversation, perhaps to distract them from the 
absence of Waldeen, who while dancing for Ito was also covertly working 
for the International Association of Theater Workers; she had stayed behind 
in Japan to contact other proletarian theater workers, and to try to connect 
with the Japanese Communist Party, through introductions Sano had made 
for her.18 The two were to reunite when Sano and Waldeen both returned to 
Mexico in 1939. The meanings attached to Ito, then, were not unique to him. 
Ito, Hayakawa, and Sano were all highly visible Japanese artists, whose mas-
culinity, whether for white audiences in the US or Japanese commentators 
in Japan, implicated varying conceptions of Japan as a nation, and what that 
meant for its role as a world power.

Mexico, 1934: National Representation, Racial Ambiguity

In June and July of 1934, Ito took a small troupe of dancers on a tour to Mex-
ico, organized by a Mexican entertainment promoter, Jesús Sánchez.19 The 
company consisted of Waldeen, who had also participated in the Japan trip, 
and three other dancers who were active in Ito’s Los Angeles studio: Bette 
Jordan, Jocelyn Burke, and a man who simply went by the name Josef. Hazel 
Wright accompanied the group but did not perform. The tour was to have 
significance for Mexico’s history of modern dance: it was Waldeen’s first visit 
to Mexico; she found the country so compelling that she remained there for 
some months, further studying local dances. In 1940 she staged the theatrical 
dance La Coronela, which was recognized as a watershed event that, along 
with her other pieces, established Waldeen as one of the major cultural fig-
ures of the postrevolution period in Mexico.20

While in Mexico, Ito’s troupe gave around ten performances at the Teatro 
Hidalgo and the Teatro Arben, with the dancers presenting over twenty 
pieces in an evening, and adding new material within the program to encour-
age audiences to return. These works featured Ito’s solo and small-group cho-
reography, Mexican-inspired dances by Waldeen, and masked solos by Josef. 
As had become customary, the final piece on every program was Ito’s Pizzi-
cati. Ito’s reception in Mexico was, in certain ways, of a piece with his 1931 
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reception in Japan; in both places, he was identified as a potential figure for 
Japan’s imperial expansiveness. But in Mexico, Japanese immigrants saw in 
Ito an explicit affirmation of the value of overseas Japanese, who, even as they 
were not part of the formal Japanese Empire, nevertheless had a crucial role 
to play in representing and establishing Japan abroad. Mexican critics, mean-
while, hailed Ito’s cosmopolitanism and appreciated his presence as a sign 
of Mexico’s international importance. But they also heatedly debated what 
the apparent (racial and gender) ambiguity of Ito’s own body signified for his 
capacity to stand as a national figure.

Mexico had its own burgeoning modern dance scene, a tradition that 
had begun with Anna Pavlova’s 1919 visit. According to dance historian Jose 
Luis Reynoso, her performances, which had already enchanted audiences in 
Europe and the United States, allowed Mexico City elites to assert a “homo-
topic” cultural affinity with European values, demonstrating their modernity 
and sophistication.21 While Pavlova was in Mexico City, however, she also 
explored the nonelite spaces of the city, venturing into popular performance 
halls. She incorporated the themes and movements she observed into a new 
piece, El Jarabe Tapatío, which she performed en pointe. This piece, which 
fused modern ballet with native Mexican traditions, served as a foundation 
for the development of Mexican modern dance, which, Reynoso argues, 
thereafter developed as a fusion of the universalist ideology of US modern 
dance with the particularities of Mexican tradition and dance idioms. During 
the 1920s and ’30s, ballet technique remained essential training for modern 
dancers in Mexico, who following Pavlova’s innovation were expected to treat 
Mexican themes, both on the concert stage and in mass performances.

By the time of Ito’s visit, the bloody years of the Mexican Revolution were 
more than a decade in the past. National identity and its representation, how-
ever, remained an active site of contestation. The concept of mestizaje (the 
outcome of colonial racial mixing) was worked out among political leaders 
and cultural commentators as an articulation of what the nation should val-
orize postrevolution. For Mexican elites, Ito represented not the possibility 
of imperial corporeality, as he had for commentators in Tokyo in 1931, but 
rather one possible vision of national embodiment. Although Mexico was 
free of active imperial dominion, it was acutely aware of the pressure it faced 
from US imperial aggression. Indeed, as Jerry García has found, on occasion, 
Mexico used its positive diplomatic relations with Japan as a way to prick 
its northern neighbor.22 Mexico’s debate over national identity, then, while 
seemingly a domestic issue, was in fact shaped by the competing imperial-
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isms surrounding it. Ito’s presence put into literal form the idea that national 
identity is always also a question of international relationality.

If Mexico felt the competing pressures of the two dominant Pacific 
empires, it also hosted a dispersed array of Japanese migrants within its bor-
ders, who were similarly negotiating the question of national identity. But 
for these migrants, the question was how to position themselves in relation 
to Japan, when they lived and labored on the other side of the globe, in what 
was in 1934 a minor outpost of Japan’s borderless empire. Mexico had, in fact, 
been the site of Japan’s first Latin American expansion, with the Enomoto 
colony in 1896. Though it rapidly failed, the effort nevertheless offered Japan 
several lessons that it quickly applied to subsequent, more successful endeav-
ors in Brazil, Paraguay, and Bolivia.23 Much of Mexico’s appeal, for both the 
Japanese government and the many migrants who traveled there, was its con-
tiguousness with the US, which offered postexclusion migrants passages to 
slip into the US, and opportunities for US-based Japanese to operate busi-
nesses and own properties from across the border. Indeed, after 1924, when 
opportunities for both migration and land ownership in the US were closed, 
Mexico became a particularly resonant setting for fantasies of settlement, 
ownership, and success. Meanwhile, as Japan grew as a world power, Japa-
nese migrants residing in Mexico City in particular understood themselves 
as part of a vocal network of overseas partners of the Japanese Empire, who 
were able to use their business and cultural endeavors to complement the 
agrarian empire-building that their rural counterparts offered.

For the merchant- and professional-class writers in the Mehiko Shinpō 
who aimed to speak for Japanese in Mexico broadly, Ito’s internationalism 
was valuable, first because his artistic success abroad signified as cultural 
capital to the Mexican elite. And second, Ito’s success, especially in its assim-
ilative dimensions, signified the value to Japan of all its citizens working and 
living abroad. An early feature on Ito explicitly identified him as cosmopol-
itan, and recognized the wide appeal of such a figure: “Ito seems a bit old-
fashioned at first, but because his refined, gentlemanly style as a cosmopoli-
tan does not have the slightest sense of condescension or pretentiousness, he 
cannot fail to make a good impression on everyone.”24 This critic’s fantasy of 
cosmopolitanism, which Ito so adeptly embodied, was a fantasy of a kind of 
ease and affableness; the kokusai jin is someone who can fit in anywhere and 
get along with anyone. But Ito was also deemed cosmopolitan because other 
“cosmopolitans”—figures from the international community in Mexico—
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took an interest in him. Thus he was invited to a ceremony celebrating the 
founding of the National Bank, at which were present diplomatic ministers 
representing Britain, France, China, Colombia, Ecuador, Cuba, Poland, Den-
mark, Honduras, Santo Domingo, Paraguay, Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Uru-
guay.25 Alongside these significations, Ito represented a dense node of foreign 
cultures through his background and training, evoking various associations 
of Japan, Germany, England, and the US, and he could be felt to transport all 
those cultures to Mexico, as one artistic agglomeration of international cul-
ture. Writers in the Mehiko Shinpō thus saw in Ito a solution to their sense of 
Mexico’s peripheral status: “This is a rare opportunity for we who live in Mex-
ico City, which has a slightly neglected view of culture from the world.”26 For 
these critics, Ito had brought the world with him, carrying this amalgamation 
within his body, and vivifying the possibility of Japanese success abroad.

As was the case with commentary by Japanese in California, Mehiko 
Shinpō critics were ready with positive evaluations of Ito’s artistic accom-
plishments, but because so much political and cultural weight was assigned 
to the success of his presence, they also worried a great deal about whether 
his artistry would be appreciatively received. Several writers grumbled about 
the raked stage at the Teatro Hidalgo, which created issues with the lighting 
equipment and thus interfered with the all-important cast shadow in Pizzi-
cati.27 The numerous mentions of this issue reveal an understandable anxiety 
about Ito’s reception, anxiety fueled not only out of national pride, but out of a 
recognition that spectators had little experience with this kind of art. Indeed, 
one critic, who admitted that he himself had previously only seen Shochiku-
style entertainment and kabuki, was nevertheless entranced by Ito’s danc-
ing, exclaiming, “It’s a poem without sound!”28 Another fretted that many of 
their fellow Japanese would not appreciate the significance of Ito’s visit, or 
his art, asking: “For the Japanese people who are only accustomed to popular 
erotic revues, is it possible for these countrymen to have understanding and 
interest in the truly artistic dancing of Ito Michio’s troupe, and especially 
the unique charm of his subtle Japanese expressiveness and fine gestures?”29 
This critic’s comment makes apparent the class divisions within the Japanese 
migrant community. As Azuma has shown, professional-class Japanese in the 
US frequently worried that their working-class counterparts would disrupt 
the image of a cultured, artistic Japan that was central to their strategy for 
fighting racism in the Americas.30 Moreover, in this review, it is implied that 
if Japanese could not appreciate Ito’s dancing, Mexican spectators similarly 
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might not. The resounding call for Japanese in Mexico to support Ito was 
a matter of national pride, and was a way to assert a specific, trans-Pacific 
vision of Japanese identity as cultured and internationally engaged.

Ito’s visit was thus overwhelmingly understood as an opportunity to unify 
readers in their identity as Japanese, and to specify what such an identity 
meant for migrants’ relationship to Japan. Ito’s utility in this regard was of 
particular value in disseminating a positive sense of Japaneseness to the sec-
ond generation, who, it was feared, felt less of a connection to Japan, and in 
many cases were the products of intermarriage.31 Thus, almost as soon as he 
arrived, the newspaper organized an event, especially aimed at the second 
generation, “An Evening of Conversation with Ito Michio,” proclaiming that 
Ito was a “Japanese in the world” of whom they should be especially proud.32 
The paper declared that because Ito had gained success living “amongst white 
people,” hearing about his experiences was of the utmost importance for 
developing the awareness of young people living abroad.33 Journalists cov-
ering the event all dwelled on Ito’s status as a racial outsider, and they all 
declared the evening an unmitigated success.

The event’s success seems to have been due to Ito’s ability to speak inspir-
ingly about Japan itself, and to evoke a sense of pride and achievement in 
being a Japanese abroad. Several articles noted that Ito spoke of his own trip 
to Japan three years prior, and found in his anecdotes the proof they needed 
of an ineluctable national tie: “This veteran, having lived overseas for twenty 
years, amongst a different race and pioneering a unique artistic territory, got 
flushed cheeks and his eyes glistened once he started talking about his home-
land, Japan. Those who listened to him truly understood how deep was his 
patriotism for his country.”34 Having left Japan at a young age, Ito suggested 
that he, like the youth in the audience, had been ignorant of Japan’s treasures. 
But, as his own experience demonstrated, such ignorance and absence from 
his home country could not interfere with his sense of belonging, and the 
sense of attraction and comfort he felt there. Ito’s message thus implied that 
to be Japanese was to always be at home in Japan, even when it was not one’s 
home.

Indeed, Ito’s value as a role model was his personal understanding of what 
it meant to be a Japanese abroad. As one journalist wrote,

He preached in tones filled with enthusiasm and sincerity about the great 
determination of the Japanese and the overseas brethren [zaigai dōhō] 
marching in the vanguard, which made a deep impression on all who were 
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present. That determination was based on their sense of their great responsi-
bility to perfect the individual by balancing the spiritual and material and to 
construct a new civilization that balances Eastern and Western civilizations. 
That is to say, he offered encouraging calls, born out of his own belief in his 
utter devotion to perfecting dance through the harmonization of oriental and 
western dance.35

Clearly, Ito knew his audience. In his talk, as reported by this journalist, Ito 
drew on the paradigm of Japan’s ability to balance the spiritual and mate-
rial, and thus “Eastern” and “Western” civilizations—a paradigm that he had 
used to describe himself in an interview with the New York Tribune in 1917 
(chapter 3). This ideology asserted that Japan was uniquely capable of unify-
ing, or putting into balance, the world’s two clashing civilizations, through 
the creation of a new civilization, made up of people who had balanced 
these aspects within themselves. Hailing his listeners as “overseas brethren” 
(zaigai dōhō), Ito presented himself as someone who truly recognized the 
extraordinary responsibility they were carrying out.36 Indeed, Ito recognizes 
the civilization-constructing labor of his listeners because he is one of them, 
carrying out the same work, but through dance. In the journalist’s syntax 
(in the Japanese), the characterization of Ito “perfecting dance through the 
harmonization of oriental and western dance” parallels the individual who 
perfects himself through a balance of the spiritual and material. Both Ito and 
his listeners are in the vanguard—a word that simultaneously registers mil-
itary and artistic advance.37 This writer, then, thought of Ito—as a dancer, 
choreographer, teacher, and cultural figure—as doing the same work as the 
Japanese settler-colonial farmers whose labor was considered the linchpin 
of expansion. Especially in the face of US racism and exclusion policies, Ito 
could serve as a different kind of vanguard, one whose art offered a kind of 
diplomacy and nonaggressive advertisement in regions anxious about Japa-
nese presence.

• • •

Spanish-language writers for Mexico City newspapers, including El Mundo, 
La Prensa, Universal Grafico, El Nacional, El Universal, and Excelsior, also 
understood Ito’s visit as an opportunity to assert national identity. They did 
so through the same demonstration of cultural acumen as did critics in Japan 
during Ito’s 1931 tour. But, in the aftermath of the Mexican Revolution, Ito’s 
presence also provoked a more tense set of negotiations over the relation of 
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ethnic identity and artistic style, and over constructions of masculinity in the 
service of national character.

For critics writing in mainstream Mexico City newspapers, eager to 
demonstrate their cultural cosmopolitanism, the trope of japonisme served 
as an established and internationally recognized paradigm by which to appre-
ciate Ito’s recitals—a version of Reynoso’s homotopic cultural affiliation. Thus 
Ito was enthusiastically greeted as the “Spiritual Ambassador of Japanese 
Rhythms in the West.”38 Reviews repeatedly commented on the “fineness” 
of his artistic sensibility, his “oriental” mystique, and the stunning simplicity 
of his interpretations. One writer noted that Ito’s Spear Dance seemed “to 
have been torn from a screen in Japan”39—an evocation of artistry through 
comparison to Japan’s graphic arts, which, we might recall, was a mainstay of 
his reception in New York and California as well. Japonisme, then, was not 
just a language for interpreting Ito’s recitals; it was also a strategy of asserting 
fluency with international currents of artistic valuation. It was for just such a 
reason that the papers exhorted Mexicans to attend the performances. Empty 
seats, they suggested, would not reflect badly on Ito, but rather, on Mexicans 
who did not know to go see “culture” when it arrived at their door.40

While japonisme allowed critics to place Ito within a recognizable dis-
course, his dancing also seemed to contradict the model for modern dance 
established since Anna Pavlova’s 1919 visit. As one writer observed, noting 
that the majority of Ito’s pieces were accompanied by music composed by 
Chopin, Debussy, and Brahms, “despite his Asian origins, Ito’s predilection is 
for Western dances.”41 If Pavlova had localized modern dance by setting her 
choreography to recognizably Mexican musical accompaniment, Ito’s pref-
erence for classical Western music challenged these expectations. But that is 
not to say that the critic expected Ito, like Pavlova, to turn to Mexican music 
to make his dancing particularly appealing to local audiences on tour. Rather, 
it seems that the critic expected Ito’s music to be Japanese, so that the implicit 
“localizing” of modern dance performed by the sheer presence of Ito’s racial-
ized body would be mirrored in a formal choice, such as the musical accom-
paniment. This, of course, is a version of the binary of ethnic particularity and 
white universality that, by the 1940s, was to become a common paradigm in 
dance viewership, not just in the US, but in many places across the globe.42 
But in this particular context, the comment also alerts us to a sense of ambi-
guity in how to “read” Ito, that was not only about his formal choreographic 
and musical choices, but, ultimately, a troubling ambiguity of his very body.

The conservative music and literary critic, Carlos Gonzalez Peña, was 
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the most outspoken about Ito’s seeming implacability, and the anxiety this 
caused: “The name is exotic, Michio Ito. They say it’s Japanese. The truth is 
that, seeing him dance, we are convinced that his eyes aren’t oblique enough 
to guarantee his ancestry. I don’t know whether in Japan, this obliqueness 
is general, or just partial. Either way, isn’t he something of a mestizo Japa-
nese?”43 Gonzalez Peña’s evaluation of Ito dances across linguistics and physi-
ognomy in an effort to pin down his racial character. Ito’s name, which sounds 
exotic, might be Japanese, but Gonzalez Peña holds out the possibility that it 
could be something else. While he first insists on physical characteristics as 
a guarantee of racial identity, in the next breath he dismisses the assessments 
of physiognomy. Both name and eye shape, seemingly markers of ancestry 
(Ellen Samuel’s “fantasies of identification”44), are suspect to Gonzalez Peña, 
who knows too well how such tokens might be misread. And so, he lands on 
the only explanation for Ito’s apparent ambiguity that makes sense to this 
Mexican critic: Ito must be mestizo.

Gonzalez Peña’s use of the term mestizo entangles Ito in a key contempo-
rary Mexican nationalist discourse. Mestizaje, a concept combining biology 
and culture, was the ideological affirmation of the mestizo, or mixed-race 
product of colonial conquest. Rooted in the conspicuousness of the racialized 
body, mestizaje indicated as well the concomitant blending of indigenous and 
European culture. During the period of the Mexican Revolution and its after-
math, the term mestizaje was embraced as an articulation of a political move-
ment and of a modern racial and national identity. Gonzalez Peña’s hailing Ito 
as mestizo, then, created a racially explicit gloss on other characterizations of 
Ito as cosmopolitan. For in the critic’s evaluation, it is not simply the overall 
diversity of performers in Ito’s troupe, his blended dance style, or his interna-
tional circulation, but rather the ambiguity contained within his very body, 
that constitutes him as a figure of embodied cosmopolitanism—and there-
fore, of national potentiality. Cosmopolitanism here is an ambiguity, even 
illegibility, caused by the historical circumstances of international encounter 
and collision. For Gonzalez Peña, this ambiguity, as a signal of hybrid vigor, 
offers the same national political potential as the concept of mestizaje.

However, as the review continues, it turns out that Gonzalez Peña cannot 
hail Ito as a “mestizo Japanese,” because something is not quite right. The 
problem is that Ito is not virile enough, a problem that is indistinguishable, 
it seems, from the fact that he is a dancer. He writes, if the male dancer is to 
appear naked at all, it should be to show off “his manly torso, sinewy legs, ath-
letic chest, rude gestures. What’s more—the beautiful outline of his calves . . . 



178	 FANTASIES OF ITO MICHIO

Revised Pages

flexible arms, and eyes and mouth in a smile that says, ‘I want to see you here. 
That’s it. Now over there.’”45 In Gonzalez Peña’s fantasy, the powerful naked 
male dancer overpowers his feminized, if not female, spectator, asserting raw 
dominance. Male nudity is only acceptable as an expression of power, a power 
that can then be understood as a reflection of the emergent nation as well. As 
Robert McKee Irwin has shown, in postrevolutionary Mexico, conceptions 
of masculinity broadly shifted from that of the upper-class dandy to a more 
rural, hypermasculinized machismo.46 Critics such as Gonzalez Peña, though 
of the urban literati class, demonstrated a commitment to the revolution-
ary spirit through their embrace of the machismo ideal. Indeed, Diana Taylor 
points out that the reclaimed racial and cultural identity of the mestizaje ide-
ology was staked out on the denigration of the female—the gendered bodies 
that had suffered the original acts of colonial sexual violence.47 While it seems 
likely that Ito’s Japaneseness—even if to Gonzalez Peña this was an ambigu-
ous, mestizaje Japaneseness—contributes to the critic’s sense that Ito lacked 
virility, it is Ito’s status as a dancer that confirms and makes this explicit. The 
threat posed by Ito’s profession is pointed to a few lines later when Gonzalez 
Peña similarly dismisses the dancers Nijinsky and Marius Petipa of the Ballets 
Russes as “alarmingly feminine.” Pervasive associations of the Ballets Russes 
with homosexuality and with orientalism made dance an overdetermined site 
of (racialized, misogynistic) homophobia. Ito’s work as a dancer necessarily 
produces, in Gonzalez Peña’s eyes, an effeminized body that, it is suggested, 
effects a sort of racial degeneracy, rather than the racial ascendancy that the 
critic desired.

The Mexican press, however, was not monolithic in this interpretation. 
In fact one critic, writing prior to Gonzalez Peña’s feverish review, had quite 
the opposite view of Ito’s dancing: “What are we going to bet that neither our 
‘ballarinos’ nor our ‘ballarinas’ have gone to admire Michio Ito and his mar-
velous choreographic ‘troupe’ at the Hidalgo theater? . . . If they had gone, the 
national dancers would know that to do Classical Art, it is not necessary to be 
effeminate metaphorically or materially.”48 At stake here is still the question 
of national masculinity, and the fear that dancers are particularly threatening 
to this figuration, but now Ito is upheld as a model of (hyper)masculinity 
in dance, who can serve as an inspiration for the anxious nation. Following 
Gonzalez Peña’s criticism, this debate heated up, as another journalist explic-
itly went after the conservative critic’s racial logic and homophobia:

I do not believe that the best way to identify a Japanese, especially when one 
recognizes our ignorance about his country, is to look precisely at the oblique-
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ness of his eyes. It would have been more natural to resort to more valuable 
characteristics, e.g.: the psychology of Mr. Ito. Also, I do not think it is vitally 
important to know the origin of a prominent artist. And if we are being fair, 
what is the point of putting issues of sexuality into art and trampling over the 
artist’s intimate person in the process?49

Taking a swipe at Gonzalez Peña’s hysterical need to know, this critic draws 
boundaries around what the artist can be taken to represent. He asserts that 
an artist’s sexuality is private, and even that national origin should be disre-
garded in artistic evaluation. Nevertheless, he adds that nationality might be 
gleaned, not from phenotype and external appearance, but from psychology 
and internal essence. This critic, then, is assuredly also invested in the nation-
defining principles of mestizaje, but seems to recognize that if the founda-
tional fact of mestizaje is a sort of racial illegibility, then true mestizo embod-
iment must be a matter of internal essence.

This critic thus sounded a note that echoed aspects of Ito’s reception in 
the Mehiko Shinpō. Like the Japanese writers who asserted that migrants’ 
shared experience living in extraterritorial lands formed the basis for a partic-
ular kind of Japaneseness, for at least some Mexican writers, national essence 
could not be a matter of surface legibility. Rather, national identity—and 
perhaps as important, an individual’s perceived value to their nation—was a 
matter of a certain interiority, something that could be imagined as a shared 
essence, and something that, though visually unidentifiable, was given apt 
expression by Ito.

Conspicuously Foreign: Japan, 1939–1940

In September 1939, Ito again went to Japan, this time alone. As the Tokyo 
press reported, the trip was in honor of his parents’ fiftieth wedding anni-
versary. For the celebration, Ito, his brothers, and his sister-in-law Teiko (a 
New York Nisei married to Yuji, and herself an accomplished dancer) put 
on an elaborate recital, which included a performance of At the Hawk’s Well. 
The trip also offered an opportunity for Ito to reaffirm his ties with Japan, a 
commitment he had frequently spoken of during his 1931 visit. As usual, he 
did so through his creative work, choreographing a production of the ballet 
Prince Igor, and, with his brothers, presenting a massive historical drama, 
Daibutsu Kaigen (The Great Buddha’s Awakening). This event, staged as part 
of a national festival, placed Ito squarely within cultural efforts supporting 
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Japan’s rising nationalism, foreshadowing the artistic-political negotiations 
that would occupy more and more of his career. In contrast with his earlier 
trips, on this visit to Japan, while Ito was still appreciated to the extent that 
his dancing could signify imperial capacity, on the whole he was now deemed 
too foreign to effectively embody the nation’s agenda.

As with his earlier tour of Japan, the press eagerly covered Ito’s activities; 
their greatest praise went to his productions of Western and “Oriental” work. 
This focus suggests that in Japan, Ito’s merit lay in his demonstration of mas-
tery over foreign material—to be taken as a clear sign of the success of a repre-
sentative of Japan abroad. In early November 1939, he staged at the Nichigeki 
Theatre a version of the Prince Igor ballet he had choreographed for the Hol-
lywood Bowl in 1930. His choreography followed Diaghilev’s 1909 innovation 
by presenting just the “Polovstian Dances” section of the Borodin opera; crit-
ics noted, however, that Ito’s choreography departed from that of the Ballets 
Russes. As a reviewer in the Asahi Shimbun observed, Ito’s choreography was 
“more or less made up of Americanized novelty; in its treatment of the group 
dance it shows a wonderful talent, as uninhibitedly oriental rhythms joined 
together with the chorus, gradually and steadily becoming more frenzied in 
a climax of a magnificent and large-hearted group dance, whose overwhelm-
ing intensity created a terrifically deep impression.”50 The reviewer appreci-
ated both how Ito had put an “American” stamp on the piece, making it fresh 
again, and how the choreography took advantage of the music’s orientalism 
to produce a stirring climax. Similar themes were stressed in press coverage 
of the Ito recital organized for their parents’ anniversary in December. While 
a critic recognized many of Ito’s solo dance pieces from his concerts eight 
years earlier, he singled out the “oriental dance” pieces such as Lotus Land 
(danced by Teiko), Pagoda Queen, and Persian Impression for their “polished 
technique and grasp of precise rhythms.”51 The Ito siblings’ joint effort on At 
the Hawk’s Well, translated into Japanese as Taka no ido, was applauded. This 
time, Michio played the Old Man, Senda took the part of the Young Man, and 
Teiko danced the role of the Hawk. Yūji was in charge of costumes and music, 
Kisaku oversaw the set and props, and Michio directed. That the famous 
Yeats had used noh as inspiration for his play was already a point of pride; 
under Ito’s direction, the play “successfully formed a harmonious fusion of 
poetry, music, drama, and dance, an elegant total work of art.”52 The review-
er’s evaluation of the recital suggested that in bringing his successes home for 
production among family and friends, Ito was able to fully perfect his work, 
an assertion that the dancer and his dances rightfully belonged in Japan.

Ito envisioned the production of Daibutsu Kaigen as a similar demon-
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stration of his continuing ties to his homeland. The production was hailed as 
marking a new phase for shingeki (modern Western-style drama in Japan), 
enabling the genre to move from small “little theaters” to a grand stage and 
scale. The script, by playwright Nagata Hideo, presented in five acts a mas-
sive historical drama narrating the eighth-century construction of the Great 
Buddha at Nara. With a cast of 250, Ito had delayed his return to America 
to oversee the production, enlisting, as usual, Kisaku for stage setting, Yūji 
for music, Teiko for dancing, and Senda to help with directing and to supply 
actors from his company, the New Tsukiji Theatre. Ito explained in the Asahi 
Shimbun what drew him to the script, and his vision for the production: 

When I read “Daibutsu Kaigen,” it made me realize that the state of national 
unity that enabled the construction of the Great Buddha back then is truly a 
mirror image of contemporary Japan. Although I intended to return to Amer-
ica once I created a satisfying work in Japan, given this unique opportunity, 
I’m determined to do everything I can to create a work that lives up to the 
expectations for such a celebratory project. I intend to use gagaku, to do a new, 
modern-style choreography, and to organize everything through symphonic 
rhythms into an effective spectacle, to give the world of shingeki a new phase.53 

Recognizing that the festival would offer the resources for the type of 
ambitious spectacle he enjoyed creating, Ito tied his artistic vision to an 
articulation of national unity, both past and present. Pairing his modern 
choreography with classical Japanese music, as he had done so frequently 
in his career, Ito asserted his dancing as a medium of cultural renewal. And 
through this creative intertwining, Ito also explicitly affirmed his devotion to 
his homeland, Japan.

Daibutsu Kaigen was presented within an arts festival, part of the year-
long celebration of the founding of Japan 2,600 years earlier by the mythic 
emperor Jimmu. This foundational myth became, in 1940, the basis of a 
countrywide cultural movement, drawing participants of all ages and classes, 
with massive governmental support. Asserting 660 BC as the year of Japan’s 
founding allowed the nation to claim an unbroken imperial line that predated 
both Chinese civilization and the Christian era; this claim became a key part 
of wartime ideology, as it articulated a history of national continuity, cultural 
purity, and civilizational priority.54 Daibutsu Kaigen, which dramatized a key 
moment of Japan’s early history, thus seemed an ideal work for this moment 
of performative national unity.

However, Ito’s approach to the staging—a blend of old and new, Western 
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and Japanese, though representative of his own vision of national belonging, 
was out of step with the prevailing cultural sentiment. While a critic writ-
ing for the Asahi Shimbun praised the accuracy of the period costumes and 
Kisaku’s grand sets, and was even willing to excuse some historical inaccu-
racies in the narrative, he complained about the foreignness of Ito’s chore-
ography: “Regarding the directing by the dancer Ito Michio, his drama does 
not have as many dance elements as expected. I found a glimpse of these 
elements in the casting of the Buddha sequence, and in the memorial service 
procession, but the presentation was done in a foreign style. But since he has 
been educated almost entirely as a foreigner, there’s no use criticizing this.”55 
What Ito had grandly envisioned as an effective spectacle of “symphonic 
rhythms” instead struck this viewer as conspicuously foreign, and therefore, 
inappropriate. Ito’s plan for “symphonic rhythms” indicates that he was min-
ing his education at the Dalcroze Institute (as well as his California “dance 
symphonies”). It is likely that, had the reviewer perceived the dancing as 
recognizably German, he would not have objected so strongly. Instead, “for-
eign” here, means “American.”56 While Ito’s choreographic Americanisms 
might have been fine for an obviously fantastical and foreign piece such as 
Prince Igor, such nonnative intrusions were unwelcome in a nationally sym-
bolic event. Moreover, in the critic’s final dismissal, it is clear that his dis-
approval is not simply of Ito’s choreography, but of Ito’s education and his 
life abroad. In the critic’s view, there was no longer a need—or a place—for 
American cultural practices in Japan; and in dismissing the choreography, he 
also disavowed Ito’s place in his own nation.

Senda Koreya later commented of the production’s negative reception, 
“Indeed, this was probably the majority opinion in that time of rampant intol-
erant nationalism; for four cosmopolitan brothers  .  .  . in the celebration of 
the ‘2600 Years of the Imperial Era,’ to be left to their own wills was, in the 
end, a strange bit of chance.”57 Using katakana (an alphabet primarily used for 
foreign loan words) for the words “nationalism” and “cosmopolitan,” Senda 
emphasizes semantically and typographically both the affiliation with the 
foreign that the brothers shared, as well as the way this attitude made them 
stand out. Only a few months later, in August 1940, Senda was arrested along 
with thirteen other shingeki practitioners for communist sympathies.

Ito, however, continued to espouse principles of international coopera-
tion through cultural exchange. Right before leaving Tokyo, he made plans 
to open a dance school in Nagoya, with the intention that his students there 
and at his Hollywood studio would spend part of their time in exchange at 
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the other location.58 He also continued to style himself as a force for politi-
cal diplomacy: when he left Japan, he brought with him two white peacocks 
that he intended to present to Mrs. Roosevelt.59 (It is not clear whether this 
was his own initiative or part of a broader diplomatic strategy on Japan’s 
part; one also can’t help but wonder whether Ito shared his ship cabin with 
the birds.) Ito also came back to California with substantial sums of money; 
neighbors (and the FBI) noticed that Ito went from being an always-in-debt 
dance teacher to living quite luxuriously, with a flashy car, servants, and new 
bank accounts. As I will discuss in more detail in the next chapter, it seems 
apparent that at least some officials in Japan, like many of the critics in this 
chapter, saw Ito as not only a dancer, but as an individual who carried politi-
cal possibilities. Not just the significations of his body, but his habit of moving 
across the globe, and his own eagerness to be at the center of things, made 
him someone who could act (or could be used?) as an agent of history.

Coda: Japan, 1940–1941

As I have traced in this chapter, in Japan in 1931, in Mexico in 1934, and again 
in Japan in 1939–40, Ito became a potent figure for other people’s fantasies, 
as spectators, critics, and even his own family members saw in him a person-
ification of their own and others’ desires for how a body appears to signify 
nation and race. As a counterpart to his activities in California, these trips 
help to round out a sense of how he continued to perform himself as a cul-
tural mediator during the 1930s. What becomes evident across these sites of 
reception is that Ito’s persona as a cosmopolitan Japanese, and his increasing 
involvement with the Japanese community in California were not just a result 
of his own engagement with them. Rather, Japanese commentators in Japan, 
Mexico, and of course California increasingly identified Ito as someone who 
was not just useful for their local purposes, but as someone who could be 
made to figure something more ambiguous, and more capacious, about Japan 
itself, as a nation and as an empire.

It turns out, Ito took one more trip to Japan, from September 1940 to 
February 1941. But unlike on his previous trips, neither the Japanese nor the 
American/Japanese American press covered any part of this visit, other than 
his arrivals in Japan, and then back to the US on his return. This trip is also, 
disconcertingly, not mentioned in Fujita Fujio’s otherwise comprehensive 
biography. All I have been able to find are the FBI’s conjectures about Ito’s 
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activities: according to the findings listed in the documentation of Ito’s trial 
before the Enemy Alien Hearing Board, on this trip, Ito brought with him 
“certain documents which he had received in Washington . . . for the purpose 
of delivering the same to the Japanese Minister of Economics.”60

This is another kind of reception and constitutes yet one more fantasy of 
Ito. As always, “fantasy” here does not indicate the “truth” or “falsity” of this 
information; rather, it points to the desires that fuel this way of seeing Ito. 
To the FBI and the Internment hearing board, such pieces of information 
adhered to an already-rabid desire to imagine Japanese and Japanese Amer-
icans as fundamentally untrustworthy to the US, because they could not be 
other than innately, unmovably loyal to Japan. As in his previous trips, Ito’s 
body and biography become sites for national and racial attachments—both 
those that the FBI imagined of Ito, as well as, implicitly, these bureaucrats’ 
own visions of what being “American” must look like.

To understand the FBI’s report about Ito’s trip as fantasy is also to fore-
ground the deeply consequential, material results that fantasies can produce. 
Far from being disconnected reveries, fantasies such as the FBI’s intersected 
with Ito’s own fantasies—of being a cultural mediator, of being at the cen-
ter of things—and yielded all too real effects. The night following the Jap-
anese bombing of Pearl Harbor, the FBI raided Ito’s Los Angeles home and 
arrested him as an enemy of the state. He spent the next two years in a series 
of Department of Justice Camps, ripped from his family and the modern 
dance and Japanese immigrant communities in which he had thrived. But 
living with other political internees and forming a new sense of community, 
the turn to Japan that was hinted at during his career in the 1930s became a 
robust commitment to Asia, as Ito sought to make sense of his internment 
and ruptured cosmopolitanism.
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Chapter Six

Pan-Asianism between Internment  
and Propaganda

The Asia-Pacific War, 1941–1945

In his 1946 book America and Japan, Ito devotes a chapter to his plan for an 
international cultural institute he called the Theatre of the Sun. The kernel 
of the idea, he writes, emerged in the summer of 1921 when he participated 
in an artists’ colony held at the estate of the sculptor Gutzon Borglum in 
Connecticut. With sixteen of his students gathered in residence, everyone 
did as they pleased, engaging in whatever artistic activities they desired. The 
one rule of the colony was that they were to avoid contact with the outside 
world, so that they would be free to pursue their art and enjoy the simplicity 
of nature. Ito writes:

However, there was one exception. This was the Japanese man employed as 
a cook. Every day he had to go to the town to buy groceries. And so he alone 
had contact with worldly affairs. One day, I had gone into the kitchen, where 
the cook was reading a newspaper. When I saw this, I could no longer simply 
pass by, letting him be. As I was so close, the cook, with a hint of surprise, 
quickly hid the newspaper. “In truth,” he began to explain to me, “when I was 
in town buying meat, someone wrapped it with this newspaper. Certainly I 
never would have bought it.” I smiled and said, “It’s fine, I don’t care how many 
newspapers you read. Incidentally, how about letting me read it a bit?”1

The newspaper contained news of the naval disarmament conference that 
President Harding was then in the process of convening, and Ito read the 
paper with great interest. That evening around a campfire with the other 
students, Ito revealed his own transgression, and relayed the political news. 
From then on, the isolation of the colony was shattered; every night they all 
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gathered to debate the possible terms of peace, each in turn eagerly offering 
plans for how they would enact a meaningful and lasting peace.

From these discussions, Ito hatched his own plan, which he later called 
“the Theatre of the Sun”: the major nations involved in the peace talks would 
each donate the cost of one battleship, and this fund would support an inter-
national dance school that Ito analogized to the Red Cross—able to enter any 
country, it would bring together youth from across the globe in the harmo-
nious study of dance. This international engagement with art would foster 
cooperation and understanding, and with the youth of every nation involved, 
both the impetus and manpower required for war would disappear. Borglum 
encouraged Ito to go to Washington with his plan, and, according to the 
narrative, so he did. He met first with the Japanese ambassador, Shidehara 
Kijūrō, who, explaining that Japan was present at the disarmament confer-
ence simply as an observer, asked Ito not to interfere. Undissuaded, Ito then 
met with Harding himself. Harding, Ito writes, was kind and admired the 
plan, but characterized it as a plan “for the future,” whereas the conference 
was an effort to deal with the past. With Harding’s rejection, Ito decided to 
change his approach: “After returning from the White House, as I thought 
about it, and the sort of things I had said, I decided, why not ask a fellow 
Asian, who might better be able to understand. And so I went to the Ambas-
sador of China.”2 In Ito’s account, the Chinese ambassador was indeed sup-
portive, and helped Ito to organize an art exhibition of work by artists from 
Japan, India, and China, which the ambassadors of China, England, and Spain 
attended. It was from this experience, Ito writes, that he decided “it would be 
my life’s work to promote peace through the stage.”3

It is hard to know how much of this story is invented. The art exhibi-
tion he references is surely part of the “Oriental Evenings” he organized in 
Washington, DC, in February 1922. Fujita Fujio suggests that Ito simply sent 
a letter.4 The story about his audience with President Harding is referenced in 
a 1928 New York Tribune article5—so whatever happened, Ito began to share 
it quite early. Perhaps, then, this is one of those events that seems impossible 
but, like so much of Ito’s life, really did take place. As with Ito’s other fantasies, 
what is important here is the expansive vision of choreographic cosmopol-
itanism that he advocates, and his unshakable and sincere belief in dance 
as a means of changing the world. What we also see in this story, from the 
encounter with the Japanese cook to the positive reception of his project by 
the Chinese ambassador, is Ito’s turn to Asia, not just as a source of “oriental 
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dance” material, but as a site of political allegiance. In the version of the story 
that Ito penned in 1946, he was also asserting that his vision for the Theatre 
of the Sun, and his belief in a cooperative Asia, long predated the war, and so 
could be recuperated for the postwar period. But, as we will see, despite its 
purported aims of world peace, Ito adapted his Theatre of the Sun scheme 
quite effectively for the war. We can recognize in this versatility the persistent 
continuities of Ito’s adherence to a notion of Japanese cosmopolitanism, even 
during his experiences of violent rupture and dislocation caused by the war.

In the earliest hours of December 8, 1941, in the aftermath of the bombing 
of Pearl Harbor, the FBI raided Ito’s Los Angeles home and arrested him as 
an “enemy alien.” He spent the next two years in four Department of Justice 
Camps. Kevin Riordan has offered an evocative reading of Ito’s internment 
“trial,” arguing that his profession as a dancer and international artist were 
read as the ultimate evidence of his untrustworthiness as a dangerous for-
eigner.6 Indeed, during his internment trial, Ito’s defense of his activities was 
characteristic: he explained that he was working toward peace among “the 
world brotherhood of men.” The naivete of such a statement makes it easy 
to dismiss, but I think we should take Ito at his word. The very meetings 
with Japanese army officials, which would have looked so suspicious to the 
FBI, are evidence of Ito’s total investment in his own fantasy of world peace 
through art-making—a fantasy that sustained him throughout the war, even 
as he endured internment, repatriation, and the final years of Japan’s total war 
mobilization.

After Ito repatriated to Japan in 1943, he spent the final eighteen months 
of the war trying to construct a new life for himself, even as conditions 
grew increasingly dire. With the help of family connections, Ito founded 
the Greater East Asia Stage Arts Research Institute, an organization that 
aimed to produce performances across the “Co-Prosperity Sphere.” However, 
with the exception of one production, none of these plans came to fruition. 
The Greater East Asia Stage Arts Research Institute is thus a performance 
endeavor that exists only on paper, in the form of thirteen documents held at 
Waseda University’s Theatre Museum. Similarly, what remains of Ito’s expe-
rience in US internment camps are two notebooks that he filled during that 
period, and some letters he sent to his wife, Tsuyako. These archival remains 
are the parallel traces of the US incarceration of Japanese and Japanese Amer-
icans, and of Japan’s imperialism in Asia.7

The internment notebooks and institute documents seem to clearly 
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belong to two different aspects of the Pacific War, which have been held apart 
due to the distinct disciplinary formations of Asian American studies and 
Asian studies. Indeed, this division has shaped some of the most import-
ant English-language scholarship on Ito. On the one hand, Yutian Wong, a 
dance scholar who has been central to establishing the field of Asian Ameri-
can dance studies, has argued that Ito, precisely because of his incarceration, 
expulsion, and exclusion from the US and from the American modern dance 
canon, is a necessary starting point for Asian American modern dance his-
tory.8 On the other hand, Carol Sorgenfrei, a scholar of twentieth-century 
Japanese theater, has argued that in response to the failures of intercultural-
ism, Ito turned toward the growing Japanese fascism, to embrace what she 
calls “Japancentrism,” an ideology that asserts the uniqueness and superiority 
of Japan, in order to position it as the universal representative for all of Asia.9 
I think both of these essays are fundamentally correct in their treatment of 
Ito. But, after spending years scrutinizing Ito’s notebooks, I don’t think we 
can make so clear a division between Ito’s experience of internment and his 
participation in Japan’s imperial project.

The internment notebooks at Waseda University’s Theatre Museum 
have been assigned the catalog numbers J21 and J22, and in the finding 
aid, they are both tagged as “Camp Livingston”—the third of the camps 
in which Ito was interned. But the content of these notebooks is not eas-
ily categorized: some portion of their pages were almost assuredly written 
after Ito’s repatriation. This mixed-up-ness is more than a vagary of the 
archive. It means that we cannot separate the two parts of Ito’s wartime 
experience—his incarceration by the US government on account of his 
race, and his participation in Japan’s imperial project of Asian dominion. 
Ito’s wartime experience, then, is where Asian American and Asian studies 
converge and must intertwine, a meeting that is part of the emergent field 
of Global Asias. The unknowability of these documents and the provisional 
status of their contents also produce opportunities: in drawing together 
usually distinct disciplinary formations, and in reading across these two 
halves of Japanese experience of the Pacific War, we are able to glimpse 
aspects of Ito’s career that exist only in the realm of fantasy. If throughout 
this book, I have insisted on taking Ito’s fabricated stories seriously, here I 
will propose that an unrealized festival pageant proposal counts as a crucial 
part of Ito’s career, meriting methodological acts of imaginative reconstruc-
tion, to conjure performances that never were.
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Internment10

In the days immediately following the bombing of Pearl Harbor, more than 
7,000 Issei leaders in the Japanese community in California and Hawaii were 
rounded up by the FBI. The capture of these (primarily male) individuals had 
been planned as early as 1935 to provide hostages in case of war with Japan, 
and by spring of 1941 precise lists had been drawn up by the FBI and Depart-
ment of Justice.11 Suspected of espionage and accused of being incapable of 
loyalty to the US due to their race, these Issei were detained without warning, 
ripped from their families and communities for the duration of the war.12

The FBI and US Justice Department had been investigating Ito since at 
least the spring of 1940. In September 1939, Ito had gone to Japan to celebrate 
his parents’ golden wedding anniversary, and he stayed all through the fall, 
winter, and spring, returning to the US in June of 1940. Ito left the US again at 
the end of August 1940—a quick turnaround that certainly might have been 
explained by his teaching schedule at his Hollywood studio, but that evi-
dently raised the FBI’s suspicions. Meanwhile, Hazel Wright was also looking 
for Ito. As she explained in a letter to the Secretary of Labor, Ito was hundreds 
of dollars behind in his court-ordered $15 a week child-support payments.13

Whether in response to Wright’s queries or for some other reason, on 
September 7, 1940, Lemuel B. Schofield, the special assistant to the attorney 
general, sent an order to the Los Angeles branch of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service (INS) to withhold Ito’s reentry permit until contacted 
by an FBI agent.14 Nevertheless, when Ito returned from Japan on February 
8, 1941, he successfully reentered the US, at which point he was issued an 
Alien Registration Card, in accordance with the newly passed Alien Registra-
tion Act, which required all noncitizens to register and be fingerprinted, and 
made it a criminal act to contribute to the overthrow of the US government.

The FBI waited, building a file on Ito that would condemn him as 
“extremely dangerous to the security of the United States.”15 The FBI’s case, 
presented at Ito’s internment trial on February 13, 1942, hung upon his appar-
ent activities and associates, all of which, so they argued, pointed to him 
being an unregistered “foreign agent.” He was accused of spreading propa-
ganda, possible espionage, and working on behalf of a foreign government 
without clearance. On his return from Japan in 1940, the FBI noted that an 
informant, who had purportedly obtained information from Ito’s son Jerry, 
reported dramatic changes in Ito’s financial situation: prior to his 1939–40 
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trip, he was often in debt, with one frequently overdrawn bank account that 
never held more than $200. However, after June 1940, he offered $18,000 
in cash to purchase the house he had been renting at 7268 Franklin Street; 
meanwhile he used another property, 1753 Highland Avenue, Hollywood, as 
his business address; he “entertained lavishly” and employed several servants. 
The file asserts that on July 22, he had opened a new account at Bank of 
America with an initial $1,000 deposit, but also had a “large roll of bills with 
him and . . . these bills were probably placed in Ito’s safe deposit box inasmuch 
as he used only one of the bills to open the account.” The report notes that Ito 
“has displayed considerable wealth since his return, [and] has not engaged in 
his pretended business of operating a dance studio.”

At the center of the case was Ito’s role in the organization of the Pan 
Pacific Trading and Navigation Company—a company founded with the goal 
of serving as the sole trading partner between Japan and the US for min-
eral ore and gasoline. Its listed officers were three men named John F. Dolan, 
Manuel G. Brassell, and Anthony M. Langren, who together capitalized the 
company in Nevada, in the spring or summer of 1941, for $300,000,000—an 
extraordinary sum of money. (In today’s dollars, it would be around $6.24 
billion.) It appears that half of this sum was to come from Japan and the other 
half from the US, with Harry Chandler, the Los Angeles Times publisher and 
real estate magnate, being a primary investor. Whatever Ito’s role in this com-
pany was, it appears that he hired a white US citizen to assist in obtaining 
the company’s contracts and governmental clearances, and to more generally 
promote pro-Japanese sentiment in the US. This man, Frank Y. McLaugh-
lin, had been the head of the California WPA in the 1930s, and it was per-
haps through Ito’s own involvement in WPA projects that he had first met 
McLaughlin. Ito reportedly agreed to pay him $5,000 a month. When Ito was 
arrested, a copy of a set of letters between him and McLaughlin was found, in 
which McLaughlin offered to “act as an agent of the Japanese Empire.” In Ito’s 
response, he asserted that he was not “an agent or representative of the Japa-
nese government” and did not expect McLaughlin to be able to become one 
“until that government reaches the conclusion based on your efforts, which 
we both believe will be successful, that you should be so engaged.”

At the time of his arrest, the FBI reported that Ito had a list of the names 
and US addresses of several high-ranking military Japanese, who were per-
haps involved in or being solicited for this endeavor: General Isoda, the mil-
itary attaché of Japan; Colonel Endo, a Japanese army inspector; and Colonel 
T. Nishi, the Japanese military attaché to Mexico. In his trial, Ito confirmed 
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that he had been given this list while he was in Japan, and had met with at 
least one of them to try to improve the relationship between Japan and the 
US. He also had in his possession copies of several telegrams: one sent by 
Ito in July 1940 to an official at the Nippon Keizai Renmei (the Japan Finan-
cial Federation); a set of three telegrams sent by Harry Chandler of the Los 
Angeles Times to various officials and businessmen in Japan; and a copy of a 
letter from Paul Dietrich, a Bank of America vice president, to E. G. Kojima, 
care of Chandler, confirming that he had made an introduction for Kojima to 
J. L. Curtis, of the National City Bank in Tokyo. This paper trail appeared to 
match a series of calls and visits that the FBI tracked: in August 1940, prior to 
his departure for Japan, Ito made several calls to E. Gitaro Kojima, who seems 
to have been working for the Pan Pacific Trading Company initiative, and was 
in close contact with Harry Chandler; Kojima was already also being investi-
gated by the FBI. After Ito returned to the US, the FBI’s informant recorded 
that Ito made calls in March of 1941. One was to Sakomizu Hisatsune, a 
leading official in the Japanese Ministry of Finance;16 another was to Kubo 
Hisaji, a leader in the Japanese film industry who had apparently already been 
deported from the US in 1934 for attempting to bribe an immigration inspec-
tor, but who was also in 1938 the chief negotiator with Hollywood studios, 
allowing for limited film imports to Japan after a total ban in 1937.17 When Ito 
visited Washington, DC, in May 1941, he placed more calls: to the Japanese 
Embassy, the military attaché, and to Kojima. The paper trail and call log 
appeared to correlate to the movement of money. Within Ito’s file are several 
mentions of him transferring money from his Bank of America account to 
various Japanese individuals who may also have been associated with the Pan 
Pacific Trading and Navigation Company. While there was obviously a great 
deal of money involved in this venture, Ito’s claim that his involvement was 
motivated by a desire to “cement friendly relations between this country and 
Japan” is not unconnected. Some of the principal agents and investors in the 
company, at least on Japan’s side, were enthusiastic about it precisely because 
they were invested in maintaining US neutrality vis-à-vis Japan’s war with 
China, and hoped that fostering strong economic ties between Japan and the 
US would effectively guarantee that the US would mind its own business.18

Whatever Ito’s ties to this trading company may have been, he appeared 
to have damning associations with certain Japanese military figures. While 
the FBI noted that his brother-in-law had been a general in the Japanese 
army until his death a year earlier, the real concern was Ito’s relationship with 
Tanaka Gunkichi, a major in the imperial army who had been imprisoned 
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for a year in Japan for his role in an attempted coup d’état in February 1936. 
Tanaka had been identified as a member of the Black Dragon Society, a para-
military, ultranationalist group that was primarily focused on preventing the 
expansion of the Russian Empire, but that was active in several countries, 
including the US, where it promoted Pan-Asianism. In January 1941, Tanaka 
came to the US, with letters of introduction to major film studios, for the 
purpose of purchasing 20,000 cameras and projectors for the Japanese gov-
ernment. At this time, Ito was in Japan. But when Tanaka visited, the FBI 
reported that he stayed at 7268 Franklin Street—Ito’s house.

Even as the FBI collected information, the turf war with the INS seems to 
have continued. On November 18, 1941, Lawrence M. C. Smith, chief of the 
Justice Department’s Special Defense Unit, requested from the INS a copy 
of Ito’s alien registration form and additional information about the terms of 
his repeated entries to the United States. Smith noted that Ito was behind on 
his child-support payments, and his request included this note: “We should 
appreciate it if you would advise us as to any possibilities of deportation or 
other action under the alien laws, should it seem desirable after a consid-
eration of all aspects of the case.”19 But the INS took their time, and in an 
internal memorandum, one official confirmed with another that the INS did 
not share their files with other agencies, and so would not provide the Justice 
Department with the requested documents.20 Accordingly, on December 4, 
the INS sent a return letter stating that they had no extra information to 
share, but that all of Ito’s entries to the US had been lawfully made, under the 
terms of his original 1916 immigration. They wrote, “This office has no extra 
copies of the subject’s Alien Registration Form. . . . However, if you wish, this 
office will lend you its copy.”21

The growing FBI and INS files on Ito secured his detention in the first 
round of arrests after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. He was taken from his 
Hollywood home to a local Hollywood prison, and the next day moved to 
the Federal Correctional Institution on Terminal Island, in the waters south 
of Los Angeles. On December 19, he was moved to Fort Missoula, Montana. 
There he, like the other Issei men in this group, was tried before an “Enemy 
Alien Hearing Board,” and on February 26, 1942, he was ordered interned. 
After four months, Ito was moved to Fort Sill, Oklahoma, and then in the 
fall of 1942, he was moved to Camp Livingston, Louisiana. Finally, after being 
granted repatriation, Ito was transferred to the Santa Fe, New Mexico, facil-
ity on June 7, 1943, where he was reunited with his wife, Tsuyako, who had 
been incarcerated at the Heart Mountain Relocation Center in Wyoming. 
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On September 2, 1943, they boarded the M.S. Gripsholm in New York, and 
then on October 19, transferred to the Teia Maru in Goa as part of a prisoner 
exchange. Finally, on November 14, 1943, they landed at Yokohama.

As I elaborate below, Ito’s wartime notebooks contain only a few, brief 
references to his experience in the camps. We must rely on recollections pro-
vided by others who were interned to piece together a sense of what the expe-
rience might have been like. For instance, we might look to the interviews 
conducted by Paul J. Clark, especially one with the Reverend Seytsu Taka-
hashi, whose own path through the internment camps closely matched Ito’s.22 
Takahashi’s account reveals the sheer terror and grim resignation felt by the 
Issei. At several moments, especially moving from one camp to another, they 
were convinced that they were all going to be killed, and indeed, had to watch 
as on a few occasions their compatriots were either shot or committed sui-
cide. Similarly, Carol Bulger Van Valkenburg has documented the serious 
physical and verbal abuse internees experienced at Fort Missoula, especially 
during the loyalty hearings.23 This pervasive terror was accompanied by the 
inescapable boredom of prison life. Between these emotional states, the men 
organized themselves into self-governed units and developed friendships that 
sustained them during what many feared might be permanent imprisonment.

Ito’s notebooks from his period of internment contain a wide-ranging, 
almost motley assortment of reflections, transcribed passages from other 
texts, and philosophical compositions. There is page after page of notes on 
the human anatomical system, passages on human anthropology, and tran-
scribed theories on the development of man and human civilization. There is 
a long section wherein Ito imagines his own birth and his coming into con-
sciousness, and then he recounts memories from his childhood in Tokyo. Ito 
writes long compositions on the origins of dance; he writes of Dalcroze and 
rhythm, and of dance across cultures. At a few points in the J21 notebook, he 
goes back through his previous notes and rewrites them all, editing the lan-
guage and making a clean copy.

The notebooks contain few concrete references to the camps. This silence 
is itself reflective of Ito’s experience, and the state of suspended, anxious ter-
ror under which internees spent the war. For while the internment camps 
were, technically, prisoner of war camps, and therefore subject to the terms 
of the Geneva Convention, the threat that prison guards might confiscate 
an internee’s possessions and read anything he had written was all too real. 
Unlike most of Ito’s writings, which were explicitly written for an immediate 
readership, in the internment notebooks Ito writes under the threat of an 
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unintended audience, with potentially deadly repercussions.24 These note-
books thus offer a performance of self-censorship—a precise modulation 
that is all the more interesting given the ways that the political situation does 
appear in these documents.

Within the notebooks, there are three scattered references to life in the 
camps. On one page, Ito references telling a story to the other men in the bar-
racks that made everyone laugh.25 Another set of pages records haiku written 
by his fellow internees. On another page, Ito jotted down the words to a song 
the men had composed, in the form of a yosahoi bushi, a parodic counting 
song that uses alliterative wordplay to make jokes, usually about sex26:

一ツ出タワイナヨサホイノホイ

One out yosahoi no hoi

　人里離れたミゾラにて　ホイ　男ばかりの佗住い　ホイホイ

In middle-of-nowhere Missoula hoi nothing but men in this wretched place 
hoi hoi

二ツ出タワイナヨサホイノホイ

Two out yosahoi no hoi

　深き御縁に連れられて　ホイ　打しも打されぬ方ばかり　ホイホイ

Taken suddenly away hoi surrounded by superb and well-known fellows hoi 
hoi

三ツ出タワイナ・・・・・

Three out yosahoi no hoi

　みえやていさいぬきにして　ホイ　男同志の磨き合い　ホイホイ

Dispensing with pretensions and appearances hoi just rectification among 
men hoi hoi
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四ツ・・・・・
　世の成り行きをよそにして　ホイ　長期修養面白や　ホイホイ

Indifferent to the course of world events hoi interested only in long-term 
self-improvement27 hoi hoi

五ツ・・・・・
　何時も心を朗かに　ホイ　体大事に●致しましょう　ホイホイ

Always keeping our hearts cheerful hoi well, let’s take care of our bodies hoi 
hoi

六ツ・・・・・
　無理を成さるなお年寄　ホイ　芝居の大諸見にやならん　ホイホイ

Older men, don’t strain yourselves hoi you’ve got to see the entire play hoi 
hoi

七ツ・・・・・
　泣いても笑うても御同様　ホイ　戦すむまで居るやならん　ホイホイ

Whether we cry or whether we laugh, it’s all the same hoi We’ve got to stay 
here until the war ends hoi hoi

八ツ・・・・・
　やけを起すな若い方　ホイ　今の苦難が身の薬り　ホイホイ

Young men, don’t get desperate hoi now suffering is our (body’s) medicine 
hoi hoi

九ツ・・・・・
　子供女房もまめな様に　ホイ　神や佛に念じましょう　ホイホイ

Like our devoted wife and kids hoi well let’s pray to god and Buddha hoi hoi

十ツト・・・・・
　とうとう許しの出る迄は　ホイ　皆な仲好く暮しましょう。　ホイホイ



196	 FANTASIES OF ITO MICHIO

2RPP

Until finally we are pardoned hoi let’s all just get along happily together hoi 
hoi

The standard yosahoi bushi’s (heterosexual) sexual intimations are paro-
died here in the relationships formed under the circumstances of this homo-
social isolation, where the men can only be rivals for each others’ affections. 
These men are the leaders of the Japanese community (the “superb and well-
known fellows”), and so, rather than the expected sexual satisfaction, they 
provide “self-improvement”—a substitution that surely parodies the notion 
of American reeducation that the camps espoused, even as it probably 
describes the various activities with which the men passed their days. If, as 
other pages in the notebooks suggest, Ito also spent time in the camps think-
ing about his early education at the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute for Eurythmics, 
then this song, too, offers a kind of rhythmicization of institutional life. But 
rather than the carefully attuned and technically precise rhythmic expression 
of the Eurythmic dancer, here, the song marks the mundane synchronicity of 
a group waiting together. Against this stultifying waiting, the hoi hoi bursts 
in again and again, requiring the singer to contract his stomach muscles in a 
pulse of expelled air, a reminder of his fundamental corporeality.28 The singer 
offers the perspective of older men (Ito and his peers), who watch the “des-
perate” younger men but take a more philosophical approach. For them the 
goal is to survive, to “see the play’s many parts,” and to find some odd kind 
of comfort in each other as they await a pardon from capricious fate and the 
US government.

The notebook offers brief glimpses of Ito’s life—the grim humor, resigned 
camaraderie, and small diversions that punctuated his experience of the 
camps’ isolation and brutal disruption of his previous life. By contrast, far 
more of the notebooks’ pages reference the global situation and Japan’s 
imperial project. Three pages in J21 explain why in 1939 the United States 
abandoned the Japan-US trade treaty that had been in effect since 1911. Ito 
first attributes the renunciation to pressure from Great Britain, which was 
“becoming more and more uneasy about its rights in the Orient.”29 He insists 
that after the Manchurian Incident, as the “Chinese government raised cries 
of help to the US,” anti-Japanese propaganda finally turned American public 
opinion, which soon came to “emotionally regard Japan as an aggressor.”30 
Ito closes this passage by observing that because of America’s interceding in 
British-Chinese issues, there is now no issue on which America and Japan 
can find agreement.31 There are also pages dedicated to a sort of pedagogical 
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lesson about the origins and purpose of imperial Japan, with subtitles such as 
“The Creation and Development of the Imperial Bloodline”32 and “The Ideals 
of Imperial Japan and World Peace.”33 These lessons unfold in a question-
and-answer format—a format Ito frequently used in his postwar books as 
well, with the questioner characterized as a wholly ignorant but eager-to-
learn outsider. There is discussion of Emperor Jimmu, of the founding myth 
of Japan and its supposed 2,600 years of continuous imperial rule. There is 
instruction about the meaning of hakkou ichiu (“the eight corners of the world 
unified under one roof”) and the sanshu no jingi (“Three Sacred Treasures”). 
The lesson asserts that since its founding, Japan has been a nation committed 
to peace and justice, and its fundamental mission is to spread peace through 
the world. These pages are surely part of the story of Ito’s turn to Asianism, 
but it is hard to pin down precisely where he stands in relation to this con-
tent. Ito seems to identify with the Questioner role in the dialogue, as if he is 
working at mastering the catechism of Japanese imperial ideology. But there 
is no external commentary, no breath of his own reactions to the material.

In these notebooks, then, lie the crux and stumbling block of Ito’s position 
both as someone subjected to the racialized violence of US internment and 
as someone who signed onto Japan’s imperial project. The primary issue is: 
what can we take these notebooks to mean? This is where the cataloging of 
Ito’s notebooks begins to matter. It is tempting to place a sort of interpretive 
dividing line between the notebooks labeled “Camp Livingston” and the doc-
uments labeled “Greater East Asia Stage Arts Research Institute.” That is, it is 
tempting to treat Ito’s experience of internment separately from his collabo-
ration with Japan’s imperial government, a distinction that would then neatly 
slot each event into its expected disciplinary framework. But the notebooks 
are not so easily categorized. And the confusion they produce productively 
entangles the disciplines of Asian American studies and Asian studies, and 
the histories that seem to distinctively belong to each field.

With some confidence, I think that the first half or two-thirds of J21 are 
pages Ito wrote while interned. Within these pages are the three concrete 
references to the camps, as well as the long discussions of imperial ideology 
and Ito’s explanation for US abandonment of the Japan-US trade treaty. With 
perhaps a bit less certainty, I also think that J22 was probably not written in 
the DOJ camps, but rather, was a notebook Ito filled once he had repatriated 
to Japan. In part, this conclusion rests on the kind of material transcribed in 
each notebook. J21 contains many pages on which Ito has laboriously tran-
scribed long sections from the writings of the Japanese New Thought leader, 
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Masaharu Taniguchi. It seems plausible that someone had brought these 
materials into the camps. J22, by contrast, begins with two pages of tran-
scription from Taki Ryōichi’s 1937 article “On Dance in the Orient” (Tōyō ni 
okeru būyō ni tsuite).34 Later, Ito has transcribed a few pages from volume I 
of a Japanese translation of the Danish actor Karl Mantzius’s History of The-
atrical Art, which was first published in Japan in 1930. There is also a passage, 
in English, from Edward Gordon Craig’s 1908 “The Artists of the Theatre of 
the Future.” While it is always possible that these theatrical texts made their 
way into the internment camps, they seem more likely to be texts he could 
only have accessed back in Japan. More directly tying J22 to Ito’s being back 
in Japan is a very early draft of his plans for the Greater East Asia Stage Arts 
Research Institute, in the form of a list of potential teachers/researchers, a 
few of whose names ultimately can be found in the planning documents he 
submitted to the Greater East Asia Ministry. That said, even J21 bears marks 
of being a notebook Ito used on returning to Japan, and even after the war: 
it contains a long transcribed article from the Asahi Shimbun in August 1953 
discussing the hydrogen bomb.

The notebooks’ mixed-up-ness might be the result of historical condi-
tions (paper scarcity both in the camps and in wartime and postwar Japan) 
or personal idiosyncrasy (did Ito turn to an open page at random, and then 
use the remaining empty pages as he found them?). The result of their inde-
terminacy is that his internment experience cannot be divided from his col-
laboration with Japan’s imperial project. During the war, the US government 
insisted that each internee’s status be measured by the question of “loyalty”—
whether they would fully pledge their allegiance to the US and whether they 
were willing to renounce any loyalty they might have had to Japan. The ques-
tion of loyalty is still frequently used as a shorthand to emphasize the inno-
cence of incarcerated Japanese, or conversely, to describe figures such as Ito 
as those whose “loyalties shifted.” But loyalty seems an insufficient concept 
for understanding the entanglement of texts and ideas found in Ito’s note-
books. Rather, the notebooks are a scattered record of ideas with which Ito 
attempted to make sense of his experience, and to construct an understand-
ing of political events that he could reconcile with his long-standing beliefs 
in cosmopolitanism, in the notion of universalism, and in the power of art to 
effect these utopic states.

What emerges in Ito’s notebooks is also some part of the process by 
which he found a way into Japan’s imperial project, and elaborated a role for 
himself within its expansive vision. As we will see, under the call of “peace 
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and understanding,” Ito could join Japan’s political program with the sense 
that it offered the best opportunity for him to continue his danced practice 
of embodied cosmopolitanism. From within the guarded perimeters of US 
Department of Justice camps, Japan may well have seemed like the natural 
successor to the ideals of danced cosmopolitanism that the US had so sud-
denly and painfully rejected.

Japan in the Final Years of the War

In November 1943, when Ito landed in Yokohama, he returned to a dras-
tically changed country—one operating under a new ideological apparatus, 
as well as administering a massive geographic expanse. Japan’s “New Order 
in Asia” emerged out of its increasing use of Pan-Asianism as a justifying 
and mobilizing ideology for its imperialism. Early in the twentieth century, 
Pan-Asianism had several different strains and various supporters from 
countries across Asia.35 There had even been a period when Pan-Asianism 
truly seemed like a viable movement by which Asian nations could together 
resist Western hegemony and colonization. For instance, following Japan’s 
1905 victory against Russia, Jawaharlal Nehru commented, “For little Japan to 
defeat one of the greatest and most powerful of European Powers surprised 
most people; in Asia the surprise was a most pleasant one. Japan was looked 
upon as the representative of Asia battling against western aggression and, 
for the moment, became very popular all over the East.”36 By the late 1930s, 
however, the strong currents of an inter-Asian Pan-Asianism had faded, and 
the 1930s saw the ascent of Japan’s use of Pan-Asianism to justify its imperial 
project. From the 1931 Manchurian Incident and subsequent occupation of 
Manchuria and foundation of Manchukuo in 1932, to Japan’s 1933 withdrawal 
from the League of Nations,  to the Konoe government’s 1938 declaration of 
a “New Order” in East Asia, and the promulgation of the “Greater East Asia 
Co-Prosperity Sphere” in 1940, Japan adapted Pan-Asianist ideology to pro-
claim the need for Japanese leadership over the rest of Asia, in the name of 
inter-Asian community and as a challenge to Euro-American imperialism.37 
Even as Japan carried out its brutal Asian conquest, Pan-Asianism continued 
to serve as a compelling ideology, recruiting and motivating individuals to 
offer their talents to the imperial project. Writing of the economic develop-
ment of Manchukuo, historian Louise Young observes, “Because such impe-
rial projects were multidimensional, the mobilization of support among their 
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divergent interests required an inclusive vision that promised something for 
everyone.”38 Pan-Asianism was one of several mobilizing visions (or fantasies) 
that allowed the Japanese to align themselves with the vast project of imperial 
occupation, administration, and war-making.

This capacious ideological construct was needed to justify imperial 
Japan’s vast territorial expansion. Although Japan’s empire-building had been 
underway with the acquisition of Taiwan, Korea, and Manchuria before Ito 
first left for Europe in 1912, at the peak of its territorial control in 1942, the 
Japanese Empire covered much of East and Southeast Asia.39 The vast territo-
rial expanse of this conquest only begins to hint at the brutality and oppres-
sion carried out in the name of “co-prosperity.” Such well-known episodes 
as the 1937 Nanjing Massacre, in which Japanese soldiers raped as many as 
80,000 people and killed as many as 300,000 over a period of six weeks; the 
1942 Bataan Death March, in which as many as 80,000 Filipino and Amer-
ican prisoners of war were forced to march until they died; the “comfort 
woman” system of sexual slavery involving an estimated 200,000 girls and 
women; and the lethal human experimentation carried out by Unit 731 in 
China throughout the war, are only some of the most spectacular and briefly 
summarized instances of the Japanese Empire’s extraordinary violence. This 
brutality was carried out alongside ongoing campaigns of cultural erasure 
and coercion—from the forced assimilation of Koreans that demanded the 
widespread adoption of the Japanese language, to forced Shinto worship and 
courses in “moral education” for all schoolchildren in Micronesia.40

By the time of Ito’s return, the early wave of victories had turned, and Japan 
was desperately attempting to defend its vast territory and to administer gov-
ernmental control of these regions—an effort for which it was unprepared. 
Ito was welcomed back to Japan and given preferential treatment, but his long 
absence insulated him from the desperate confidence that supported many 
Japanese in the final years of the war. Ishii Baku recalled that on his return, 
Ito declared to him that the United States would win the war.41 Ito wrote 
as well, in a new notebook, “With their overwhelming material resources, 
the American and British enemy will either obliterate our empire or demand 
unconditional surrender.”42

This third notebook offers us one more view into Ito’s experience of the 
war. It is smaller, a composition-style notebook, cataloged under the call 
number J30. Its first page is titled “Greater East Asia Stage Arts Research 
Institute Dance Laboratory.” It is dated the first day of Showa 20—January 
1, 1945—New Year’s Day. The page contains a list of participants, including 
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their given and stage names, their birthdays, addresses, and phone numbers, 
and then, at the bottom, notes for a rehearsal scheduled for January 29. This 
notebook, then, is clearly from the final year of the war. Whereas the “Camp 
Livingston” notebooks contain only a few concrete references to Ito’s imme-
diate situation, in this notebook, nearly all of its pages contain content that 
explicitly references not only the war, but Japan’s imperial agenda and the role 
of art in supporting this vision.

In rest of this chapter, I turn to this notebook and the series of planning 
documents for the Greater East Asia Stage Arts Research Institute to con-
sider how we understand Ito’s contribution to imperial Japan’s war effort. 
If Ito’s “Camp Livingston” notebooks—whether or not they actually date to 
his period of internment—have the status of meditative, diary-type writ-
ings, the materials considered in this section can be primarily understood 
as blueprints—planning documents related to theatrical production. But, as 
I will detail, it is not clear that any of these performances ever occurred, or, 
in fact, that Ito even truly thought they would. These, then, are performance 
fantasies, scripted as much toward irreality as toward material realization.

This J30 notebook includes perhaps the most detailed choreographic 
notation to be found among Ito’s papers. The drawings for this unnamed 
dance call for around twenty dancers, and denote general movement pat-
terns across the stage that would be accompanied by lyrics, which either the 
dancers or an unidentified chorus would sing. The curtain opens on three 
steel-factory workers who throughout the piece are each respectively associ-
ated with a chant to “polish!” “cut!” “strike!” Their movements corresponding 
to these calls, related to the production of steel, signify the war effort at large. 
Enlisting the productive power of “the arms and legs” of the factory laborers, 
the three dancers are joined by their fellow workers with the repeated affir-
mations that “we too, we too produce” and “we too, we too fight,” the lyrics 
suggesting movements in unison. “Production” and “assault” are tied together 
as the lyrics in the first section describing the “hot winds” of the scorching 
steel factory furnace soon call up the divine winds of the kamikaze. Referenc-
ing the popular image of “human bullets flying along,”43 two opposing groups 
of ten dancers each move toward each other from stage left and right, then all 
as one group take a step upstage, as the “ten thousand go to the factories for 
war.” The women together take a step upstage as they call out “Certain Death,” 
to which the male dancers, with their own step upstage, respond, “Certain 
Kill.” Then all together the group progresses downstage as they “join the battle 
in the factory.” The dance ends as the lines of dancers, the “human bullets, 
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ramming our bodies,” step downstage and then toward the center, chanting 
“we men too, we women too, we men too, we women too.”

As the three workers of the beginning of the dance merge into the anon-
ymous group of workers, Ito’s choreography enacts the primary function of 
war mobilization. Individuality is submerged into the group, as the war effort 
equalizes even gender—both men and women march into the factory, dedi-
cating their bodies as so many human bullets. Uncomplicated group forma-
tions, and movement that is often restricted to single steps across the stage, 
suggest a choreography that shies away from dancerly virtuosity, instead 
embracing the regimented approachability of everyday movement. The lyrics 
of the song, the movements of the dancers, and the music’s beats (which Ito 
has also fully written out in the sketch) are all synchronized—the rhythm of 
war brings everyone into a unified tempo, measure by measure, beat by beat 
drawing the group toward battle.

I don’t know whether this dance was ever performed. It seems, however, 
precisely tuned to the range of theatrical production possibilities available 
to performing artists in the years of total war mobilization. These included 
a wide range of genres: modern music and dance revues, topical treatments 
using older forms such as kabuki and rakugo, shingeki dramas, comedy skits, 
and circus.44 These performances took place in city centers, but increasingly, 
via the Mobile Theatre Federation (led by Ito’s brother, Kisaku), they were 
exported across the country and across the empire. Indeed, even in the final 
years of the war, when the major urban theaters were requisitioned to serve 
as factories, military headquarters, and so on, mobile theater was still recog-
nized as crucial to disseminating propaganda and fostering patriotic, impe-
rial identification. Moreover, in a self-sustaining cycle, when mobile theater 
performers returned from abroad, they frequently contributed their ethno-
graphic observations to scripts, choreographies, and musical depictions of 
Japan’s colonized peoples, representations that then circulated across Japan 
(to inform Japanese about their new, though inferior, “brothers”) as well as 
back out across the empire (to model for local spectators what the ideal colo-
nial subject should be).45 With substantial sums of money available from the 
government, and new audiences in the factory, the battlefield, and the col-
ony, performing artists found that the war offered significant opportunities 
to pursue their creative work, albeit under closely defined parameters, and in 
the service of Japan’s imperial violence.46

Within these options for public performance, performing artists in Japan 
and across the colonies contributed their creative labor and performing 
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bodies to the imperial project throughout the war. For instance, in theater, 
one of Japan’s most prominent dramatists, Kishida Kunio, served as chief of 
the Division of Culture of the Imperial Rule Assistance Association.47 And 
even among proletarian shingeki (new, Western-style theater) practitioners, 
some of whom were imprisoned for communist loyalties, the postwar con-
sensus was that everyone had participated in the war effort in one way or 
another.48 Similarly, in the dance world, concerts for the general public had 
been banned; as Hoshino Yukiyo notes in her study of Korean and Taiwan-
ese dancers who performed in Japanese companies during the war, “the only 
way to dance was to go to the front lines or to a military factory to entertain 
soldiers or laborers.”49 Going to work for the war was not simple opportun-
ism; the power of Japan’s imperial endeavor was how broadly it appealed to 
a wide variety of subjects. For example, Choe Seung-hui (known in Japan as 
Sai Shōki), a renowned Korean dancer trained by Ito’s friend Ishii Baku, was 
like Ito, inspired by the idea of a Pan-Asian aesthetics, so much so that she 
devised a new modern dance form that she called “Eastern dance.”50

Across these examples, from the most central Japanese cultural figures 
to colonized subjects, participation in Japan’s imperial project has been pre-
dominantly treated—by many of the artists, their postwar colleagues, and 
by historians—as a matter of volitional war responsibility. But as Nayoung 
Aimee Kwon discusses, the binary of “collaboration” and “resistance” is a 
reductive and obscuring framework for understanding the web of colonial 
interrelations and fraught artistic production that took place during Japan’s 
imperial era.51 This is true of Ito as well. As discussed in chapter 3, Kwon offers 
the concept of “intimacy” as a way to fathom the fundamentally intertwined 
desires and coercions structuring artists’ work in this period. Likewise, what 
we find amid the bureaucratic details of Ito’s Greater East Asia Stage Arts 
Research Institute proposals is that after a nearly thirty-year career in Europe 
and the US, in which Ito understood himself as cosmopolitan because of both 
his international itinerary and the representational claims of his “oriental 
dance” choreography, Japan’s fantasy of benevolent, multicultural imperial-
ism seemed like the most promising site for continuing to pursue his cos-
mopolitan ideals. Most particularly, Ito’s long engagement with the genre of 
“oriental dance” as an embodied epistemology of the Orient served as the 
foundation for his embrace of Pan-Asianism as a vision of cosmopolitanism. 
Likewise, the broader ideology of modern dance, especially as he absorbed it 
at the Jaques-Dalcroze Institute in Hellerau, asserted the potential of modern 
dance to not only repair the individual but to renovate society at large. This 
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was an ideology that helped to assert the importance of dance in the con-
struction of Japan’s New Order in Asia. Ito’s career-long desires and the terms 
by which he understood himself as an artist thus seemed to find compelling 
articulation in aspects of Japan’s imperial efforts. As with so many others, 
coercion, opportunity, and desire operated here in intimate proximity.

The Greater East Asia Stage Arts Research Institute

Certain of Japan’s defeat, Ito nevertheless flung himself into the war effort. 
He responded to the calls for total mobilization by drawing up plans for the 
Greater East Asia Stage Arts Research Institute (daitoa butai geijutsu ken-
kyūsho). With a name that clearly echoed the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 
Sphere, Ito envisioned it as an institution for mobilizing performing artists 
across the empire, and as a center for Asian youth to come together for train-
ing in cultural arts. It was, in many ways, a reinvention of his earlier vision of 
a Theatre of the Sun, which was itself a re-envisioning of the Dalcroze Insti-
tute at Hellerau. However, reflecting his own turn to Pan-Asianism, as well 
as the demands of wartime mobilization, Ito’s Greater East Asia Stage Arts 
Research Institute recast the internationalism of Hellerau as a Pan-Asian 
cosmopolitanism, in which his own experience as a worldly modern artist 
mirrored the position of Japan as a modernized nation and leader of the New 
Order in Asia.

The institute seems to have been active from the early spring of 1944 
through March of 1945. An abandoned beauty parlor owned by a friend from 
Ito’s Los Angeles days served as a rehearsal space, and for his newly estab-
lished dance studio. Ito’s efforts were short-lived; by the spring of 1945, Amer-
ican firebombing had destroyed the office and rehearsal space and Ito fled to 
the countryside with his family and some students and performers. With only 
one production actually realized, evidence of the institute exists in the series 
of plans Ito drew up to outline its purpose and organization. Two of these 
were submitted to the Greater East Asia Ministry, and have been stamped 
“Secret.” The others remained in his personal papers, circulated, perhaps, 
among the other involved artists and his brothers.

Ito’s endeavor was supported by high-ranking officials in the government 
and army. This patronage, even at such a late stage of the war, reflected the 
fact that his proposal drew on and fit with other cultural propaganda activ-
ities carried out across Japan’s empire. Government officials had attributed 
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Japan’s earlier difficulty in controlling China in part to the fact that little effort 
had been made to convince the local populace of Japan’s liberating cause. 
Therefore, in 1941, a new policy of cultural propaganda, based on the Nazi 
propaganda Korps, called for battalions of civilian bunkajin (men of culture) 
to be attached to Japan’s armies in Southeast Asia. These writers, painters, 
musicians, filmmakers, and other culture-makers had the responsibility of 
persuading indigenous populations to willingly join in the creation of a new 
Asia. Under these auspices, significant funding was devoted to theater and 
dance that hewed to the required messages of Asian unity and Japanese 
benevolence.52 For instance, in Indonesia, the journalist Takeda Rintarō 
established the Theatre Direction Center (engeki shidōsho), which mobilized 
local dramatists and performers to create new touring productions.53 And 
in the Philippines, the writer Kon Hidemi organized a dance revue that cul-
minated in a grand finale in which all the performers waved Japanese flags 
and sang the Aikoku Kōshinkyoku, or Patriotic March, a song used in Japan’s 
occupied regions as a substitute for the local national anthem.54

Ito swiftly solicited the involvement of prominent artists for his institute—
especially those who were already involved in various government and mil-
itary cultural initiatives. For instance, both Takeda and Kon had returned to 
Japan by the end of 1943, and they became involved in the institute’s activ-
ities. Ito also structured the institute around the concept of mobile theater 
units, which were central to Japan’s cultural strategy, both domestically and 
abroad.55 Not coincidentally, one of Ito’s younger brothers, Kisaku, was the 
bureau chief of the Japanese Federation of Mobile Theatres, the main orga-
nization overseeing this mobilization. Ito also secured the support of sev-
eral notable artists and intellectuals, such as his friend the composer Yamada 
Kōsaku, playwrights Kishida Kunio and Kubota Mantarō, and scholar of 
Indian literature and Sanskrit Tsuji Naoshirō. Less expected, perhaps, was 
the involvement of another of Ito’s brothers, the shingeki director Senda 
Koreya. Senda had been arrested for communist beliefs in 1940, and released 
from prison in August 1942 after committing tenkō, a public recantation of 
his communist beliefs.56 His release stipulated that he refrain from working 
in the theater or continuing his past activities. And so, he used Ito’s institute 
space at night for secret rehearsals for the newly formed Haiyū-za (Actor’s 
Theatre). Senda also seems to have served as a sort of secretary for his older 
brother; Fujita Fujio argues that some of the Greater East Asia Stage Arts 
Research Institute planning documents are clearly written by Senda, under 
the name Ōmura Kentarō.57
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Ito’s own tendencies, combined with the significant official support he 
received, help explain the scale of his plans for the institute. While most 
artists simply lent their talents to propaganda performances and comfort 
tours (which Ito did as well), in the grandest articulation of his plans, Ito 
envisioned the Greater East Asia Stage Arts Research Institute as a way of 
reorganizing society, and Asia. Indeed, the details of Ito’s explanation reveal 
how thoroughly the project was enmeshed with historical and philosophi-
cal discourses about Pan-Asianism. For instance, his characterization of the 
Research and Education Section as creating an “intellectual treasure store” 
references, in particular, Watsuji Tetsurō’s formulation of Nara as the end-
point of the Silk Road, an assertion that made Japan the repository of the 
intellectual and cultural achievements of the world.58 The quixotic grandeur 
of this vision, yet another example of the modernist impulse to remake soci-
ety as Gesamtkunstwerk, suggests how Ito saw, in the war and imperial Japan’s 
geographic expanse, an opportunity to realize his abiding vision of perfor-
mance as a force of social rehabilitation.

Ito’s proposal for a grand festival pageant in the Philippines provides the 
clearest instance of his efforts to accommodate Japan’s imperial project to his 
fantasy of cosmopolitan, “oriental” ethnographic performance. Ito proposed 
the pageant as a celebration of the first year of Filipino “independence.” Ito’s 
choice of the Philippines as the site of his festival reflected its status as a major 
site of military and cultural contest during the Pacific War. The Philippines 
had been a Spanish and then a US colony, until on December 8, 1941, Japan 
invaded it in a series of battles that lasted through May 1942, occupying the 
country until the summer of 1945. During this period, the Philippines, like 
Burma, occupied an ambiguous category in Japan’s Co-Prosperity Sphere. To 
substantiate the claim that Japan’s imperialism served a broader, nobler goal 
of Pan-Asianism, Japan granted the Philippines independence in October 
1943. In reality, however, administration and military conditions were under 
Japanese control, albeit carried out through local officials. This arrangement 
was meant to exemplify the idea behind Japan’s vision for a New Order in 
Asia, in which Asian nations, free from Western dominion, were united in 
partnership under Japanese leadership.

The Philippines national pageant exemplifies Ito’s ability to marshal 
resources and cultivate people in positions of power. And it highlights the 
ways Ito repeatedly tied his choreographic projects to national concerns. The 
Philippines national pageant, however, did not happen. The only records we 
have of this project are the documents in Ito’s Greater East Asia Stage Arts 
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Research Institute plans, two of which are dedicated to the pageant proposal. 
This unrealized project is another of Ito’s fantasies. And it is precisely as fan-
tasy that Ito’s Philippines national pageant demonstrates how his belief in the 
renovating possibilities of modern dance structured his embrace of Japan’s 
imperial ideology and its project of creating a New Order in Asia. I draw on 
the institute’s documents, as well as details from his technique, his dance 
education, and past experiences, to produce a description of an event that 
occurred only in Ito’s mind. This is what I see:

The festival was supposed to take place in Manila. However, as I imagine 
it, as with the Geneva pageant and the Dalcroze Institute itself, Ito envisioned 
a location slightly removed from the city, where nature asserted itself as part 
of the backdrop—and was thus incorporated as a national property. I picture 
the ground cleared for a stage with two levels of platforms and sets of ramps 
and stairs on both sides. The playing space would be both this explicit stage 
and the cleared area running into the audience, so that spectators would feel 
the depicted history as their own. Reflecting Adolph Appia’s contributions 
to the Hellerau experiments, when performers massed themselves on this 
stage, the lines and shadows created by their movement would transform 
their bodies into an additional source of architecture, molding the empty air 
into meaningful space.

Ito embraced the pageant genre for its capacity to enact a performative 
instantiation of national community. This ideological work was woven into 
Ito’s vision for the Philippines pageant’s dramaturgy, its participants, and the 
process of its creation. For instance, the pageant’s content consisted of an 
episodic presentation of the history of the Philippines up to independence:

. . . before the Spaniards came, then the era of Spanish rule, the era of Amer-
ican rule, [and then] under the Great East Asia war, the four stages of the 
era of the construction of a new Philippines [. . .] the tyrannical rule of Euro-
American colonial dominion, the growth of a national (minzoku) sentiment 
among the Filipino people, the history of the hardship of the independence 
movement, and the awakening of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere 
through which, with Japanese support, independence was achieved.59

The episodic structure, presuming an ignorant spectator, presented history 
as teleological drama. The pageant’s content thus imparted educational sig-
nificance to an explicitly bookended narrative, whereby the nation’s history 
became familiar and preordained.
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I imagine that each stage in this national history would be a scene begin-
ning and ending in a tableau vivant, as in the Geneva pageant. Each scene 
would include representational pantomime along with more abstract cho-
reography to suggest the emotional import of the action. I imagine that, as 
in his California dance symphonies, Ito would have broken the hundreds of 
members of the movement chorus into smaller groups. Each group would 
perform its own simple, graphic choreography in unison, alternately filling 
the space with a sense of massed movement and still presence. As in the 
Orpheus at Hellerau, protagonists would emerge out of these groups, with 
the collectivity reforming behind them. And, true to Ito’s Dalcrozian training, 
there would be close correspondence between the pageant’s dramaturgy, the 
performers’ rhythmic movement, and the music, to induce strong emotion 
in the spectators.

The national pedagogy achieved by the pageant’s content was to be com-
plemented by its participants and production process. Ito called for the fes-
tival activity to be led and carried out by locals: “Filipino writers, musicians, 
actors, dancers and so on will be mobilized and trained, from the drawing up 
of scripts to the entire creative process, so that as much as possible is done by 
Filipinos themselves. . . . This plan’s chief executive should, of course, be Fil-
ipino, a local member of the cultural elite [bunkajin], who can directly make 
contact with artists, as it is essential that they make the final decisions.”60 
Highlighting the abundant artistic, cultural, and organizational capacity of 
the local populace, Ito emphasized that community participation was essen-
tial to the performative staging of national collectivity. I imagine that, as had 
been the case in California, Ito particularly saw this as an opportunity to train 
young local dancers, who could then perform solo interludes within the pro-
gram, demonstrating in their artistic presence the corporeal potential of Fil-
ipino youth.

Just as surely as the proposal envisioned a choreography of Filipino 
national collectivity, however, it disclosed Ito’s position as a subject of impe-
rial Japan. In his dramaturgy, the expression of national allegiance doubled as 
an expression of colonial allegiance. Thus, Ito writes that the institute would 
“sponsor the artistry of stage artists from every area of Greater East Asia and, 
at the same time, encourage awareness of themselves as independent peoples, 
with their hands raising up the New East Asian Culture, with deep emotion 
for both the ‘sun’ and ‘Japan.’”61 In this formulation, local Filipino “awareness 
of themselves as independent peoples” overlaps with, and even engenders a 
“deep emotion” for, imperial Japan, the presence of which is doubled in the 
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reference to “Japan” and to its national symbol, the “sun.” To express this cou-
pling of national and colonial identification, I imagine elements of Ito’s own 
choreographic repertoire and method repurposed for this moment. Perhaps 
he would have used a straightforward sequence of codified positions from 
his technique, in which the arms, raised overhead but bent at the elbows, 
move through a flourish with the hands. Performed with the dancers’ faces 
beatifically lifted upward, the scripted sentiment “with deep emotion for both 
the ‘sun’ and ‘Japan’” would be corporealized in broadly legible movement, as 
the abstract positions of the Ito technique became explicitly representational. 
Ito’s plan for the pageant thus choreographed the simultaneous performance 
of two different collective identities—that of the Philippines as a nation, as 
well as that of the Pan-Asian spirit unified under the protective sphere of 
Japan’s Greater East Asia.

It is here that we see how Ito’s interest in the pageant form combined 
with his long involvement in the genre of “oriental dance.” In calling for local 
Filipino artists to spearhead the pageant’s various creative elements, Ito used 
“oriental dance’s” ethnographic method, which insisted on regional specificity 
and expertise, to undergird its fantasized representations. In this approach, 
the best way to celebrate Filipino “independence” would be through the exhi-
bition of Filipino culture, as represented in (and by) dance. But, as I argued in 
chapter 3, for Ito, “oriental dance” is also always the Orient of tōyō, in which 
Ito’s ability to produce this event, to organize its hundreds of artists and 
contributors—indeed, to be able transform a national history into “art”—is 
the mark of Japan’s supposed superiority and historical responsibility to lead 
the rest of Asia.62 And it is here, as a fantasy of performative, embodied impe-
rial community, that we also see how this project seemed to offer Ito a sin-
cere vision of cosmopolitanism, in the hundreds of bodies massed together in 
representation—and literal instantiation—of a collectivity.

Ito’s proposal for the Philippines festival pageant was never carried out. 
American forces began to retake the territory by mid-1944, and in later doc-
uments, Ito suggested that a different festival be planned for Shanghai. From 
our vantage point, what is perhaps surprising is not that the festival did not 
take place, but that it received so much support to begin with. As Senda 
wrote in his autobiography:

But the army and government people, especially my senpai, the former 
Finance Minister Sakomizu Hisatsune and Minobe Yōji, why did they back 
up Michio? Was it as a reward for “dodgy dealings” in America? Or did they, 
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at their wits end, latch onto Michio’s dream as a last-ditch effort? Or giving 
up the war as hopeless, did they think it would help when it came time to 
make peace with America? Allowing this cosmopolitan to speak his dreams, 
or awaiting some sort of opportunity, even today we don’t know [why they 
supported him].63

Did these officials embrace Ito’s plan precisely as a kind of fantasy—a vision 
of a reality that was no longer to be, and so could only exist as theater?64 It 
is easy to dismiss Ito’s vision as implausible; the deteriorating conditions of 
the war made such an expenditure of human and material resources almost 
unthinkable. And yet, the pageant was also by no means impossible. Ito’s prior 
experiences had consistently demonstrated surprising allocations of funds, 
time, and people to such grandiose projects. The very origin of his dance edu-
cation and of his wartime proposal—the pageants and festivals connected to 
the Dalcroze Institute at Hellerau—were themselves extraordinary instances 
of the attainability of such visions. Indeed, though it might seem a wasteful 
absurdity, the needs of wartime empire to justify itself had authorized and 
seen to fruition many other similar efforts of performance propaganda.

Ito’s proposal for the Philippines pageant, then, anticipated the project’s 
failure at the same time that it took seriously the possibility of its enactment—
and even more so, took seriously the significance of its ideological promise. 
For what is striking about Ito’s proposal is the way it ties Japan’s imperial 
agenda to his own fervent belief that choreography might remake the world 
by calling into existence a sense of embodied collectivity. This was a belief 
that was foundational to the Life Reform Movement enacted at Hellerau and 
to the origins of early modern dance in both Europe and the US. In the dislo-
cations and reversals in status that marked his experience of the Pacific War, 
Ito picked up the thread of this belief in the ideology of Pan-Asianism.

Ito’s commitment to this belief meant that he was willing to accommo-
date himself to a variety of political regimes over the course of his career, 
insisting on the power of art even in the face of extraordinary violence. We 
saw this in California in 1937, when he triumphantly staged Etenraku and 
Blue Danube as celebrations of community, while reports of the Nanjing 
Massacre ran on the same newspaper pages as reviews of his concerts. And 
this political agnosticism meant that when Ito returned to Japan, he could 
pen an invective-filled article in the magazine Engekikai describing the bar-
baric and uncultured essence of American life;65 he could choreograph an 
explicitly fascist war dance, even as he predicted Japan’s defeat; and he could 
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outline a massive arts institute operating across all of Japan’s colonies. In the 
final years of the war, Ito could understand all of these activities as in service 
to an ideal of artistic universalism that would outlast and overcome any par-
ticular political situation. Thus could Ito work alongside political realities, 
without seeming to see them. The force of fantasy itself, and the tantalizing 
possibilities of (hegemonic) world-making that fantasy promises, allowed Ito 
to persist in a willful, unrelenting utopianism.

We should, then, read Ito’s proposal like his other published narratives—
that is, as a performance of self. This is especially so because the mass-pageant 
form is a genre in which self-actualization occurs through self-narration. 
Moreover, the imagined status of Ito’s pageant crystallizes the tantalizing 
promises that Pan-Asianism seemed to offer Ito and so many other artists 
during the war. For in this fantasy of a reordered world, an individual’s own 
private dreams could be tied to those of the empire, suddenly articulated as 
not merely personal, but serving a broader social, regional community. The 
appeal of this vision was precisely how it transformed individual desires into 
national-imperial ones.

The Imperial Revue

Although short-lived, the Greater East Asia Stage Arts Research Institute 
produced one piece, a musical drama with the theme of Greater East Asia. 
This production was performed for three days in January 1945, at the National 
New Theatre. Shima Kimiyasu, an old colleague of Senda Koreya’s from the 
proletarian theater group Mezamashitai, contacted the institute on behalf 
of two dancers, Ootomo Chiharu of Takarazuka and Mitsuhashi Renko of 
the Nichigeki, who had recently formed a new dance group, New East Asia 
(shintōa). With Ito as the overall director, together they developed a piece 
featuring the major territories of the Co-Prosperity Sphere. The production 
was divided into three parts—one representing Japan, one China, and the 
third, Southeast Asia. Tying together the sections were dance interludes from 
Tahiti, Thailand, and India.

With a short rehearsal period and limited resources, the script was 
cobbled together from preexisting sources, and performers gathered from 
different troupes. The Japanese part consisted of a verse drama written by 
Kurihara Kazuto, along with the newly composed noh Miikusabune, which 
the Haiyū-za had performed in August of the previous year as part of a trial 
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performance announcing the opening of the troupe.66 The Chinese part was a 
drama written by Shima Kimiyasu, Kikyō Monogatari (The Story of the Chi-
nese Bellflower), about the Great Wall of China. Takeda Rintarō, who had 
been dispatched to the front as a journalist, contributed a musical drama 
script about Java. Music was composed by Hattori Tadashi and another of 
Ito’s younger brothers, Ousuke. Since the dance group New East Asia was 
made up of women, male members of the Haiyū-za and the mobile theater 
troupe Mizuho also participated in the performance, and female dancers 
from Takarazuka, Shōchiku, and the Nichigeki supplemented the ethnic 
dance segments. With paper for newsprint nearly nonexistent, none of the 
newspapers reviewed it. Senda Koreya only briefly evaluated the production, 
commenting in his autobiography:

The dances and ballads of India, Thailand, Java, and so on, were from the rep-
ertoires of the Takarazuka and Shōchiku’s Girls Opera, and well as from the 
Nichigeki, and so the troupe members of Shintōa considerably mastered the 
material. However, given the raw material, the scripts, and the preparation 
time, Michio’s dream of surpassing a simple presentation of ethnic dances and 
songs was impossible to realize. At that time, in January of the year of defeat, 
it ended as nothing more than an unusually elaborate and theatrical show.67

This production suggests a structure similar to the one outlined in Jennifer 
Robertson’s analysis of the Takarazuka Revue’s wartime performances. It is, 
in fact, likely that the production was inspired by Takarazuka’s 1943 Children 
of East Asia (Tōa no kodomotachi), which also used a tripartite structure fea-
turing Manchukuo, China, and the Southern Region to celebrate the future 
of the New Asian Order. As Robertson explains, in Children of East Asia 
and other wartime productions with titles such as Saipan-Palau: Our South 
Seas (1940), Mongol (1941), and Only One Ancestral Land (1943), Takaraz-
uka’s revue form celebrated the different forms of exoticness embodied by 
each locale. Yet its presentation of these nations as a series of theatrical 
scenes asserted a flattened similarity of relation—all belonged to the Japanese 
Empire.68 Indeed, given that this revue borrowed so many performers from 
Takarazuka, such similarity is not surprising. But we also see in this produc-
tion’s imperial curation the ethnographic structure of “oriental dance” pro-
grams that was so familiar to Ito. The juxtaposed arrangement of this revue 
was yet another way to represent the overlapping collectivities of nation and 
empire imagined by Japan’s New Order in Asia.
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Though this project was realized, I am nevertheless drawn to what didn’t 
happen. Senda’s note of regret pulls our attention to the imagined choreog-
raphy behind the staged performance. As he writes, it was Michio’s dream to 
“surpass a simple presentation of ethnic songs and dances.” From the entries 
in Ito’s notebooks and the planning documents of the Greater East Asia Stage 
Arts Research Institute, it seems likely that he had hoped to present a form 
that would truly embody the inclusive internationalism that he attributed 
to Pan-Asianism. The revue, a form that is inherently fragmented, was per-
haps fundamentally inadequate for this vision. It was, however, a genre that 
would become a mainstay of Ito’s work in the postwar period of the Allied 
Occupation of Japan. As a choreographer, director, and producer at the Ernie 
Pyle Theatre (the main entertainment venue for Allied personnel in Japan), 
the capacious nature of the revue again offered Ito a way to cast his modern 
dance practice as central to the construction of a cosmopolitan society.
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Chapter Seven

Being Watched

Making New Bodies for a New Japan, 1945–1955

On August 15, 1945, Japan surrendered to the Allied Forces, and on September 
2, the Allied Occupation of Japan began, led by the United States. Two years 
later, in July 1947, Ito published a small volume titled Etiquette (Echiketto). 
Like many other publications from the early postwar period, it endeavored to 
teach its readers new modes of behavior suitable for American-style democ-
racy. Yet unlike most straightforward manuals, Ito enfolded his pedagogy 
within a narrative about a young aspiring dancer, Makiko. One day, “S—Sen-
sei” (a thinly veiled Ito), hears a knock on his office door. He receives the 
visitor with a “Come in,” and the door cautiously opens to reveal Makiko. 
Trembling with nervousness, she requests permission to become his dance 
student and to join his troupe. During the war she had worked in a factory, 
but passing by his dance studio every day, she was filled with desire to become 
a dancer, until finally she found the courage to approach him. S—Sensei read-
ily agrees, and then asks:

“By the way, when you entered the room, do you recall how many times you 
bowed?”

“. . .  . . .”
“It’s actually not polite to bow so much.”
“Oh! I’m sorry.”
“Hey there, you’re bowing again. That makes seven times I think.”1

Makiko turns red, and S—Sensei, smiling, changes the subject. But when 
Makiko turns to go, she again bows, another eight times, before finally leav-
ing the room.

The episode epitomizes the problems that Ito’s manual aims to address, 
and the complications that this chapter explores. Makiko’s Bourdeusian hab-
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itus, shaped by traditional Japanese protocol and further stunted by her time 
laboring in a war factory, is outmoded and hollow. Her mechanical bowing 
reveals a body that cannot control itself, and that performs motions empty 
of meaning. Ito must teach her—and his readers—new corporeal habits that 
will enable Makiko to move her body freely and with intention, a corporeality 
that will allow her to engage with the new social expectations of democracy 
and internationalism.

During the Occupation, Ito positioned himself as an expert who could 
teach his fellow Japanese, particularly young Japanese women, the bodily 
comportment and internal attitudes that would enable them to engage the 
postwar world as cosmopolitans. He did so through three primary venues. At 
the Ernie Pyle Theatre, the primary entertainment venue for Allied person-
nel, Ito staged numerous productions through which he offered an appeal-
ing vision of a new Japan, and in the process, taught the theater’s dancing 
corps how to inhabit this reimagined nation. He penned articles in women’s 
magazines teaching comportment, with a particular focus on walking. And 
he coached fashion models in how to pose and present themselves with an 
abstracted individuality necessary for the work of inspiring postwar con-
sumption. In all of these outlets, Ito used both the practice of modern dance 
and its ideologies, as inherited from his own training at Hellerau and experi-
ences in the US, as the foundation for corporeal remaking.

Many Japanese felt the need for this remaking. Postwar Tokyo was a dev-
astated landscape: whole neighborhoods and the people within them had 
been incinerated by the firebombing campaigns; emaciated children, ampu-
tee returning soldiers, and desperate women roamed the streets, lining up for 
food, attempting to purchase goods on the black market, and finding shelter 
amid the rubble. Across the country, this physical landscape was mirrored by 
a psychological one: most Japanese had lived their entire lives as participants 
in Japan’s imperial program, which had reached into the private corners of 
mundane life: children recited imperial prescripts at school in front of a por-
trait of the emperor; youth groups put together care packages for soldiers 
at the front and raised money for ambulances; government censorship, the 
Peace Preservation Law of 1925 (which allowed for widespread arrest), and a 
jingoistic press produced a public sphere that overwhelmingly celebrated the 
military’s accomplishments and exhorted the public to do the same. And as 
the war went on, Japanese people, in both urban centers and rural villages, 
sacrificed material goods and their loved ones to the national cause. For the 
many Japanese who had been promised that this was a holy war (whether 
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they believed it or not), the sudden defeat produced feelings of disillusion-
ment, betrayal, and hopelessness.

The Occupation, then, was simultaneously a shameful subjugation, but 
also the possibility for something new. And many Japanese eagerly desired 
many of the Occupation’s early promises—civil liberties, democratic gov-
ernment, consumer freedom, and material abundance. Indeed, in some 
cases, such as the decision of the Supreme Commander for the Allied Pow-
ers (SCAP) to protect the emperor from being accused of war crimes, many 
Japanese felt that the Occupiers were too hesitant to make the changes that 
would truly renovate the nation.

In this general atmosphere, women stood as harbingers and ready adopt-
ers of the massive political and social changes that accompanied the arrival of 
the Americans.2 In far greater numbers than their Taisho-era moga (modern 
girl) predecessors, women embraced the new opportunities and behaviors 
made possible by the Occupation, as they worked, consumed leisure activities 
and material goods, and simply occupied public space, sitting, standing, and 
walking outside. In focusing his attentions on young women, Ito brought his 
belief that dance was a force for remaking individuals—both corporeally and 
spiritually—to bear on subjects who were assigned a great deal of symbolic 
meaning in terms of what the Occupation signified. In tracing their possible 
responses to this bewildering period, I ask what the Occupation’s ideals—of 
freedom, liberal subjecthood, and cosmopolitan beauty—might have meant 
for these young Japanese women, under the gendered and racialized struc-
tures of the Occupation and the lingering structures of imperial Japan.

In this chapter’s attention to the young women Ito trained, there is a 
parallelism with chapter 4’s consideration of his work with Nisei dancers in 
Southern California. But here, this attention also represents the passing on 
of his legacy, which has, with some prominent exceptions, substantially per-
sisted in the bodies of generations of female students. So too do the activi-
ties considered in this chapter demonstrate that in this period, Ito’s influence 
most fully expanded out of the world of formal concert dance into structures 
of quotidian movement carried out by women in their daily lives, a legacy 
that is untraceable, but imaginable all the same.

As Ito taught young women new repertoires with which to embody the 
nation’s reconstruction, he also imparted the necessity of fantasy as a way to 
project themselves into their own desired performances of self. Throughout 
this book, I have offered fantasy as a methodology to engage the past, and 
as a framework for understanding how Ito performed himself into a sense 
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of continuity across the ruptures and dislocations of his career. As I have 
argued, these fantasies, these performances of self, helped to bind Ito to the 
social worlds in which he lived, and it is to this sense of social relationality in 
particular that this chapter attends. Here, Ito shows that fantasy is a deeply 
self-conscious practice of relationality, in which the experiences of watching 
and being watched help constitute the self as meaningfully in the world.

Etiquette continues with Makiko’s story in the next chapter, which pres-
ents her version of the meeting with S—Sensei, through the device of her 
personal diary, which she has left on S—Sensei’s desk to attest to her commit-
ment to becoming a dancer and a true artist:

With that, “Come in,” I had the feeling not of one Japanese person visiting 
another, but rather that I was hailed as a cosmopolitan. In that instant of 
insight, I fell into confusion. My appearance, my belongings, manner, sud-
denly I couldn’t help feeling it was all shabby, and overwhelmed with misery. 
This was the first time I’d had such an experience. To knock at the door of 
someone you’re visiting, in elementary school, at my girls’ school, and in the 
factory even, I’ve always done that, it’s an everyday occurrence. But with that 
greeting, “Come in,” in English, I became totally flustered.3

The casual greeting, “Come in,” precipitates a crisis for Makiko, as the foreign 
language in which it is uttered interpellates her not as a Japanese person, 
but as a cosmopolitan. Yet Makiko does not feel herself to be cosmopolitan; 
instead, she is self-conscious about the “shabbiness” of her “outfit, personal 
effects, and manner,” all of which become markers of her Japaneseness, given 
away by her incessant bowing. As the diary continues:

When I left the theater, the words “Come in” would not leave my head. . . . As 
I darted between the foreign cars crisscrossing each other amid soldiers and 
civilians—there flowed the colors of every nation of the world. It was truly a 
deluge of internationalism. Up to that moment I had thought it ordinary that 
Japan was welcoming foreigners. But suddenly, I became aware that the pres-
ent situation is much more than that. Instead, it is that Japan is being called 
by all the various people of the world.4

Makiko recognizes S—Sensei’s “Come in” as Japan’s cue to reenter the world. 
The problem, as she has just discovered, is that her body, bearing, and behav-
ior are unequipped to do so. A new corporeal vocabulary would be necessary, 



218	 FANTASIES OF ITO MICHIO

2RPP

or, as Ito would have it, a new etiquette, to guide Japanese in inhabiting their 
new society.

It is significant that in the narrative of S—Sensei and Makiko, Ito has 
Makiko submit her journal to S—Sensei. Indeed, she is writing with the 
knowledge that she will hand it over to be read. This is a public performance 
masquerading as private confessional, and it is a deeply self-conscious per-
formance of self. This quality of self-consciousness permeates all of Ito’s 
activities during the Occupation, a self-consciousness frequently manifested 
through the bodies of the young women he trained. As we will see, in photo-
graphs taken of the Erniettes (the young female corps attached to the Ernie 
Pyle Theatre), the dancers exhibit a self-consciousness that encompasses the 
tension between their enjoyment and their anxiety in working as entertainers 
for the former enemy. Likewise, in Ito’s magazine columns, he urges readers 
to alter the mechanics of their walking, and to do so with a sense of inten-
tionality that will mark their bodies as self-confident, fashionable, and ready 
to meet the world. And again, in images of Ito teaching models how to pose, 
we see self-consciousness not merely as a byproduct of the awkwardness of 
learning something new, but as a cultivated affect communicating awareness 
of one’s own body, and the intention that that awareness should be legible to 
others. Indeed, these moments of self-consciousness mirrored the unfolding 
of the Occupation itself, in which both Allied personnel and the Japanese 
themselves went about reconstructing society through top-down directives 
and intentional changes in personal behavior and social life (even as all these 
changes masked the innumerable continuities that persisted—and were even 
safeguarded by SCAP). The self-consciousness exhibited in Makiko’s narra-
tive reflects a preoccupation of this period, a manifestation of the challenge 
facing Ito, his students, and Japanese at large: how do you remake yourself 
when the world is watching?

Ito’s answer to this question is epitomized in another of Makiko’s journal 
episodes. The other students have gone shopping, but she decides to return 
to the rehearsal room. She stands in front of the mirror, examining her body, 
alone, apparently for the first time, and sees herself as if she were looking at 
someone else’s body. Suddenly, she freezes, and locks eyes in the mirror with 
someone who is standing in the doorway, also staring at her. It is S—Sen-
sei, puffing a cigar. He comes to where she is standing and declares that to 
become a dancer, she must truly know herself. He instructs her to investi-
gate every point of her body, to become aware of how her neck moves her 
head, how her shoulders slope down to her arms, how the bones of her feet 
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hold their stance.5 The self-consciousness of feeling oneself being watched, of 
needing to perform under a watchful gaze, is here literalized. The supposedly 
private moment of self-reflection turns out, disconcertingly, to be a public 
moment of being watched. And the advice Ito gives her is not to resist or 
subvert this gaze, but rather to embrace it, and to produce oneself, even more 
fully, as a scrutinized body.

Ito is, in this illustration and scenario, rather obviously correlated with 
S—Sensei. But he is also, without a doubt, Makiko. (Note the first initial.) 
This lesson, then, in which Michio teaches Makiko, and his readers, how to 
respond to this gaze, recapitulates his own career-long experience of being 
the object of innumerable scrutinizing, desirous gazes. Canny, artful respon-
siveness to the gaze of others was, after all, the key to so many of Ito’s per-

Fig. 18. Echiketto by Ito 
Michio. The Japanese 
reads: “Know your 
body well.” [Jibun no 
karada wo yoku shiru 
koto]. Asian Division, 
Library of Congress.
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formances over the course of his career—from his engagement in the homo-
social world of japoniste erotics in Alvin Langdon Coburn’s London studio, to 
the embodiment of a fantasy of access through the genre of “oriental” dance 
in New York, and as a reflection of the various national and imperial identifi-
catory desires that his audiences in California, Mexico, and interwar Japan 
had ascribed to him. Ito’s awareness of the ways that gaze and desire circulate 
through the performance of fantasy was at the heart of what he offered to his 
students and the broader public during the Occupation. There, in the final 
two decades of his life, Ito allowed the focus of this gaze to shift, away from 
himself and onto the performances carried out by young Japanese women. 
The lessons he imparted to these women were both the promises of modern 
dance as a vehicle of self-expression and individual freedom, and also the 
techniques of sustaining oneself through fantasy, a performance of self while 
being watched.

Staging a “New” Japan at the Ernie Pyle

At the corner of a wide thoroughfare in Tokyo’s Yurakucho district stood the 
Ernie Pyle Theatre, its name conspicuously advertised in thick, suspended 
letters at the top of its façade. Built in 1934 as the Tokyo Takarazuka Theatre, 
it was requisitioned by American Occupation forces in December 1945 as 
the epicenter of entertainment for Allied forces stationed across the Pacific. 
Though its staff and performers were mostly Japanese, its audience was 
almost exclusively restricted to Allied servicemen, Occupation personnel, 
and their families. With its emblazoned new name and off-limits facilities, 
the building served as a daily reminder of Japan’s defeat. Yet the Ernie Pyle 
Theatre was more than a monument of resentment; it also became a potent 
sign of longing for the potential freedom and prosperity that peace and the 
Occupation promised. Ito’s work there, as choreographer, director, and pro-
ducer, was central to the creation of its allure.

Not just for Ito but for many who passed through the building, the Ernie 
Pyle was a formative site of technical training and cultural experience, that 
multiplied as they moved on to work in theaters and other institutions. For 
instance, under Ito’s tutelage, many of the Erniettes later gained fame as 
dancers, actors, and teachers. Similarly, the house orchestra soon became the 
Tokyo Philharmonic; and, as Kuwahara Noriko has documented, the venue 
facilitated important exchange between American and Japanese visual art-
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ists, and served as an exhibition space for the first generation of Japanese 
artists working after the war.6 Nor was this a one-way transfer of knowledge: 
in addition to the USO entertainers who eagerly absorbed snippets of Japa-
nese performance and material culture during their tours in Japan, many of 
the scholars who are now considered the first generation of US specialists in 
Japanese theater served as censors in the Occupation or were stationed in 
Japan during the Korean War, during which time they honed their Japanese 
language skills and gained appreciation for the Japanese theatrical forms they 
would study later in their careers.7

Ito had been recommended to the Occupation authorities by a former 
student from his Hollywood studio, who was now a commissioned officer 
with the special services.8 Engaged to direct the venue’s first production, Fan-
tasy Japonica, in February 1946, Ito was permanently hired a month later, 
responsible for conceiving, producing, choreographing, and directing stage 
productions, supervising dance instruction, designing costumes, and over-
seeing stage design.9 Ito’s years of experience in the entertainment industry 
in the US meant that he understood both the expectations of his GI specta-
tors as well as the rehearsal and production practices of American theaters. 
Over the years of the Occupation, he had a hand in a significant number of 
the shows at the Ernie Pyle, ranging from plays such as The Brigadier’s Wife 
and Snow Queen Fantasy, to pageant-style pieces such as 1776 and the yearly 
Christmas show, musicals and operetta such as The Mikado, and revues such 
as Tabasco, Rhapsody in Blue, and Jungle Drums.10 Ito also brought onto the 
staff his brother, the scenic designer Kisaku, who was responsible for some 
of the most spectacular sets from the period. When the theater finally closed 
(reverting back to the Takarazuka company) in 1966, Ito was hailed as the 
“principle figure behind many of the biggest shows staged at the theater. . . . 
A friendly, affable man, .  .  . known as ‘Papa’ Ito to the many GI’s who have 
known him and worked with him since his coming to the theater in 1946.”11 
The article’s gloss on the chumminess between Ito and the GIs is borne out in 
Ito’s own writings; the Occupation represented for Ito a sort of remote reen-
try into the US, a nation whose customs had become “second nature” to him, 
as he explained to a journalist from the magazine Maru in 1948.12 At the Ernie 
Pyle, Ito worked alongside Americans whose manner was deeply familiar to 
him; the informal friendliness of his relations there, reminding him of his 
life before the war, became a common theme of his magazine articles. One 
gets the sense that although for many Japanese, the Ernie Pyle was a painful 
symbol of the complicated sense of exclusion and opportunity wrought by 
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the Occupation, for Ito, it offered a sort of return to his adopted home, while 
remaining in the nation of his birth.

At the Ernie Pyle, Ito was in the business of staging fantasy—theatrical 
productions that played to spectators’ desires for spectacle, for exotic sce-
narios, and for dancing girls. And predominant among the theater’s staged 
fantasies was that of Japan itself. The visions of Japan that Ito oversaw—and 
taught his fellow Japanese to inhabit—consistently staged the trope of Japan 
as a nation with both a rich cultural history and a unique capacity for cos-
mopolitan engagement with the rest of the world. The astute construction 
of “Japan” as a product to be consumed by foreigners was by the time of 
the Occupation a long-running practice, dating at least to the Meiji Resto-
ration. But the very literal presence of the GI spectators at the Ernie Pyle 
made the stakes of this performance especially apparent. Moreover, in using 
these tropes to reassure their spectators of Japan’s unthreatening, welcoming 
essence, the dancers who appeared on stage at the Ernie Pyle were perform-
ing, as Adria Imada puts it, an “imperial hospitality,” a form of “imagined 
intimacy” proffered by cultural workers to the military presence that they had 
no choice but to host.13

Inasmuch as Ito’s productions at the Ernie Pyle staged fantasies of Japan 
for an audience of occupying forces, these shows might also, in different and 
complicated ways, have offered fantasies for the performers themselves. As 
Michelle Carriger observes, “internalized pressures may look very like, or 
indeed be indistinguishable from, personal desire.”14 After years of ideological 
authoritarianism, death, and suffering, the opportunity to reimagine Japan, 
and to embody it through glamorous and fun dancing, might have provided 
the theater’s dancing corps, the Erniettes, with the chance not only to rep-
resent, but even to become part of, Japan’s new postwar vision of itself. In 
productions that allowed them to inhabit imaginaries not only of “old” and 
“new” Japan, but also of New York, Mexico, Indonesia, France, and more, the 
Erniettes could project themselves into different geographic fantasies, and 
perhaps feel those fantasies as embodied repertoires. In the movements they 
performed on stage, the Erniettes might have found a sense of corporeal pos-
sibility, different ways of imagining and performing themselves.

In this section, through analyses of several of Ito’s Ernie Pyle productions, 
I reconstruct what was a surprisingly cohesive fantasy staged across many of 
the theater’s offerings. Under Ito’s direction, a Japan rich in cultural inher-
itance combined with a contemporary cosmopolitanism, to reestablish the 
nation within the international order. In communicating this vision, Ito used 
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movement vocabularies coded as either traditional or modern, Japanese or 
Western, along with similarly emblematic costumes, to corporealize Japan as 
uniquely able to hold together the past and the present, Asia and the West. 
This formulation certainly reiterated common binaries. But, in Ito’s use of 
the same bodies—the Erniettes—to embody all these referents, these spatio-
temporal poles were staged as flexible repertoires accessible to anyone. With 
such staging, Ito not only presented Japan as fundamentally adaptable, but 
also asserted dance as an exemplary practice for enabling bodies to transition 
from one repertoire to the next.

Ito’s first production at the Ernie Pyle, Fantasy Japonica, offered a proto-
type for the way he would go on to stage Japan throughout the Occupation. A 
production photograph shows an audience of Allied servicemen represent-
ing various branches of the armed services; we see the backs of their heads, 
pomaded hair gleaming in the light, as they all gaze at the stage. Around thirty 
women, dressed in formal kimono, dance in two mirrored groups. Behind 
them is a painted backdrop representing a pastiche of Japanese landscape—
rolling hills with the kuromatsu pine tree, a branching cherry blossom tree, a 
tō (Japanese pagoda) rising above low clouds—this is not any specific place, 
but rather, a collage of scenic items indexing Japan. This image evokes a 
nostalgic, pastoral scene of traditional Japan, a place of scenic beauty, filled 
with beautiful maidens. But the striping on the lanterns and stage flat—even 
through the photograph’s sepia, it seems likely that these are red and white 
stripes—also suggests the US flag, a scenic framing that indicates a dramatur-
gical, and even historical framing.

The next photograph is unlabeled in the archive, but my hunch is that it 
is from the second act of Fantasy Japonica. Where once there were women 
delicately dancing in kimonos, now they move with physical expansiveness. 
They wear short, pleated skirts and tops cut high to reveal bare midriff; ear-
lier in the number they wore white pumps, which they have now kicked off in 
order to dance barefoot. The Japanese pastoral backdrop has been replaced 
with a glittering New York City scene. It is not visible here, but another pho-
tograph shows that overhead, where lanterns once hung, there is now a row 
of national flags, with the US and Britain’s placed prominently at the cen-
ter. The women face the audience in a messy kick line. Legs are flung up, 
each dancer hitting however high she can reach; some point their foot, oth-
ers have it flexed; some bend their standing knee, some manage to keep it 
straight; some of the dancers are even up on relevé to get more propulsion 
for their kicking leg. We see in this photograph the amateur status of these 
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dancers; these are not trained professionals, but rather young women who 
were recently working in wartime factories or trying to sustain their starving 
families at home. The photograph also suggests that they are having fun; they 
are perhaps amused or surprised at finding themselves on a lavish stage, per-
forming in a revue for Allied servicemen.

The implied message of Fantasy Japonica is fairly clear: with a bit of help 
(or framing) from the US, lovely but quaint Japan can cast off its traditionalism 
to enter the postwar world. There, with exuberant smiles and bodies moving 
expansively, Japan (or Japan’s women) can be part of a new internationalism. 
Whose fantasy is this Fantasy Japonica? To be sure, with the Latinate “Japon-
ica” and the scenic framing of the US’s paternalistic presence, this is a white, 
Western, heterosexual, male fantasy of what Occupation looks like, and of what 
Japan represented in the white-supremacist imaginary. This is not only a geo-
political, but a sexual fantasy as well, as the rows of male spectators gazing up 
into the women’s kicks makes clear. Such a fantasy not only recapitulated a 
classic colonial script, but also involved a reeducation of the GIs themselves, 
shifting their perception of Japan from that of Theodore Geisel’s (Dr. Seuss’s) 
propaganda film Know Your Enemy—Japan to one of Japan as a junior Eastern 
partner, compliant and assimilable to US values. In this shift of perception, the 
GIs, who had undergone their own trauma of war, had to reimagine themselves 
as well: no longer fierce soldiers in the island campaigns, they were, rather, 
benevolent liberators and rebuilders of a valuable society.15

But this is also an odd, more ambiguous fantasy for the women on stage. 
Though they are smiling in the second photograph, surely these women felt 
moments of strangeness and terror, facing an auditorium filled with the 
men who had, months earlier, been committed to indiscriminately killing 
them and their families. Indeed, though the war was over, conditions in 
Tokyo were devastating; extreme inflation, widespread malnutrition and 
starvation, and a bombed-out and burned city full of rubble meant that 
daily life for most Japanese was still a matter of sheer survival. Fantasy 
Japonica’s brightly lit, gayly costumed, jazzy theatrical scene must have felt 
like an extraordinary world, suspended from the harsh environment out-
side the Ernie Pyle. The fantasy staged in Fantasy Japonica, then, is not only 
Japan’s supposed transition from feudal to modern (a shift that had taken 
place more than half a century earlier), nor Japan’s reentry into a peaceful 
internationalism; it is also the enchantment of the theater, whereby two 
groups, facing each other across the footlights, were supposed to reimagine 
each other as part of their new present and future. Here, sexual desire, and 
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a performance geared to elicit that desire, undergirds a deeper, more amor-
phous intimacy, as the theatrical event becomes an opportunity to engage 
others in new performances of the self.

Ito’s subsequent productions relied on many aspects of Fantasy Japonica’s 
formulations: dance as a representation of the transition from traditional to 
modern; the female body as a site of national-cultural expression; and even 
dance as a mode of travel. As the Erniettes professionalized, these visions took 
on a glossier, more cohesive aspect. For instance, Sakura Flowers (April 1947), 
like Fantasy Japonica, presented Japan as a series of costumed dance scenes, 
each representing an era. Eighth-century bugaku shifted to Edo-period 
kabuki-style dancing, next to a ballet-styled number, and on to a nightclub-
style finale. Here again, choreographic history serves as teleology of modern 
development. In a photograph that probably depicts the show’s finale, the 
men from the Nara-period gagaku are back on stage. They are surrounded by 
women in long contemporary gowns, with one arm bared, tight bodices lead-
ing down to a flowing skirt with a deep slit. Their pose, with one leg stretched 
out in tendu to push through the skirt’s slit, and their heads tilted out over a 
bare shoulder, suggests choreography typical of a revue’s line of chorus girls. 
Another woman, wearing a vampish gown of black lace and sequins, posed 
in a deep lunge to the side with her torso twisted front, grounds this scene’s 
focus as resolutely contemporary. While the men in the background remind 
us of Japan’s past, even they, standing with arms outstretched, have adopted 
the physical repertoire of the modern Broadway-style show. In this number, 
Japan’s rich cultural past is incorporated into a jazzy and seductive present, 
the two temporalities coexisting in a production of Japan as a site of enter-
tainment and enticement.

While Ito’s Japan-centered choreography, such as Fantasy Japonica and 
Sakura Flowers, used dance as a vehicle for historical narrative, it is notable 
that in these shows, ballet and other nonnative forms did not just represent 
the presence and incorporation of Western practices, but were embodied 
modes of that assimilation and cosmopolitanism. Where theatrical represen-
tation is sometimes understood as a symbol or analogy of historical events, 
here (and indeed, since his earliest days at Hellerau) Ito understood choreo-
graphic embodiment as a literal instantiation of the social-political phenom-
ena depicted. In his Japan-centered revues at the Ernie Pyle, Ito asserted that 
Japan had changed, over time and over the course of its history, because its 
bodily modes of comportment had changed. Dance was thus the manifesta-
tion of, and easiest way to observe, this corporeal history.
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In addition to shows that staged new visions of Japan, Ito created a num-
ber of revues set in foreign locales. These productions used settings abroad to 
imagine a new, more cosmopolitan Japan, but did so through nostalgic evoca-
tion, using tropes that would be especially pertinent to the audience of Allied 
servicemen. As with the Japan-centered shows, even as these productions 
were aimed at the theater’s Western, male spectators, they offered intriguing 
forms of reverie for the Japanese women performing in them, who could, 
perhaps, imagine themselves as figures belonging to this cosmopolitan world.

Rhapsody in Blue, presented in mid-August of 1947 and set to George 
Gershwin’s famous composition, transported performers and spectators to 
the exhilarating scene of New York City. Production photos demonstrate Ito’s 
fluency with Broadway-style choreography and jazz: torsos counterposed 
against hips, pressed arches, and popped hips all reveal how many different 
choreographic modes Ito had absorbed while in the US—and the open traf-
fic between modern concert dance and other forms of dance modernism. 
We also see the incorporation of his own choreographic technique; photo-
graphs show dancers in poses where their arms are outstretched in precisely 
the positions from his method; and there are echoes with some of Ito’s ear-
lier solo and group pieces. The production’s set consisted of a bandstand at 
the back of the stage, on which the orchestra played, and a backdrop across 
which fans the twinkling skyline of New York City. New York’s metropolitan 
grandeur envelopes the dancers, and in the high-contrast stage lighting, the 
women seem to glow like the windows above them. Rhapsody in Blue, then, 
evokes the glossy, moody image of New York City, an image that for many 
young servicemen—whose first experience traveling might have been their 
military tours in the Pacific—may well have been as mediated by Hollywood 
movies and media representations as it was for the young women dancing 
as “New Yorkers” on stage. In such an iconic setting, the production’s jazz-
inflected choreography allowed the dancers to inhabit this imagined New 
York, and to feel themselves become a part of its alluring vision.

Tabasco, presented in late February of 1947, offered another exotic excur-
sion, this time set in Mexico. A series of Latin and Latin-flavored dance 
numbers, strung together without any narrative to speak of, Tabasco, like 
the other revues Ito created for the Ernie Pyle, was constructed to evoke a 
particular atmosphere of tropical exoticism communicated through familiar 
choreographies and the narratives of imperial access they encoded.16 Mov-
ing through the rhumba, the huapango, the tango, the conga, and finally 
the cucaracha, Tabasco offered the range of what Brian Herrera has called 
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“Latin numbers”—“the stylized mode of musical-theatrical presentation that 
deployed a shifting constellation of visual, musical, and linguistic cues to 
enact a distilled fantasy of Latin American peoples, places, and traditions, 
presumably for US audiences.”17 Tabasco invoked multiple waves of nostalgia 
for its audience, both for being back home in the US, where such routines 
were standard in Broadway and Hollywood musicals, as well as for the recent 
war years, when Latin-themed numbers had been a mainstay of productions 
sponsored by Special Services Divisions, including United Service Organiza-
tion (USO) entertainments, jeep shows, and field camp theatricals. (Indeed, 
since the Ernie Pyle was run by the Eighth Special Services Division, the pro-
duction offered GIs a sense of both nostalgia and continuity.)

Although Tabasco staged an established genre of American entertain-
ment, because it was carried out by Japanese performers, the production 
also served to recast an overall image of Japan as an expansive site of for-
eign seduction. For example, one photographed scene suggests how fully 
Ito’s production borrowed from the Latin fantasy of popular entertainment. 
The women, in costumes resembling Carmen Miranda’s famous outfits, are 
in the middle of a shimmy as they direct attention to a female lead dancer 
who is similarly attired, though with more sequins. With their bared mid-
riffs and flouncy skirts, the dancers perform the sensual and energetic phys-
icality expected of the Latin number, demonstrating mastery of the stylized 
aggregation of the Latin idea. In doing so, however, the performers appear as 
a doubled ethnic exotic. Already fulfilling the fantasy of “oriental” allure, in 
performing Tabasco’s Latin numbers, the dancers also seem to embody Latin 
exoticism (and eroticism). Tabasco, then, made use of the Latin number to 
stage Japan as a geographically capacious site of racially ambiguous fantasy.

The overt message of productions such as Rhapsody in Blue and Tabasco 
was a demonstration of Japan’s new cosmopolitanism—both its openness to 
other cultures and also, because these cultures were embodied by the Erni-
ettes, as a sort of welcome to foreigners, who might feel “at home” through 
these representations. But the depiction of Japan as a place that could hold 
other geographic imaginaries within its realm also contained echoes of the 
country’s recent imperial past, which, as I traced in earlier chapters, involved 
its own version of cosmopolitan absorption. Productions such as the 1946 
Jungle Drums, ostensibly set in Indonesia, recalled the revue Ito had planned 
during the last year of the war, as well as the many performed by the Takaraz-
uka Revue, on the very stage where the Erniettes now danced. As with so 
much in the Occupation, proclamations of newness intersected with conti-
nuities of Japan’s only recently abandoned imperial project.
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Though the productions at the Ernie Pyle were all staged to provide a 
sense of pleasurable nostalgia and allure for the military spectators in the 
audience, Ito and the Erniettes perhaps attached other meanings to these 
shows. Like Ito’s first experience of stage orientalism at the Imperial Theatre 
forty years earlier, for the Erniettes, dancing on stage in glamorous costumes 
and surrounded by beautifully painted sets and stage lights, the productions 
must have been transporting—transporting not only away from the misery 
of postwar Tokyo, but also to these far-off, dreamlike locales. Such produc-
tions offered something oddly like touristic travel, an embodied experience 
of possibility, a chance to imagine oneself in a fantasy, not simply in a dream-
like state, but as a corporeal repertoire. For Ito, too, these productions were 
a kind of fantasy—though no longer the kind of transporting, imaginative 
experiences of his early encounters with stage orientalism. Instead, these are 
fantasies of places Ito had lived in and visited; they are, like his postwar mem-
oirs, projections propelled by his experiences and memories.

The fantasies Ito staged at the Ernie Pyle used the bodies of the theater’s 
dance corps to materialize visions of Japan as culturally rich, cosmopolitan, 
and ready to welcome foreigners. In communicating such visions of a new 
Japan, Ito’s choreography was effective because it was set on the gendered, 
raced bodies of the Erniettes, a conjunction suggestive of Anne Cheng’s con-
cept of “ornamentalism.” As Cheng defines it, ornamentalism “names the 
peculiar processes (legally, materially, imaginatively) whereby personhood is 
named or conceived through ornamental gestures, which speak through the 
minute, the sartorial, the prosthetic, and the decorative.”18 That is, in Cheng’s 
theory, ornamentalism emerges through the Asian woman’s contiguity with 
decorative surfaces, which constitute her as a surface as well, a being at the 
border of objecthood and personhood. In her book, Cheng’s focus is on the 
objects, surfaces, and bursts of light that produce her subjects at the meeting 
point of racial and aesthetic abstraction. But Ito’s Ernie Pyle productions sug-
gest that dance itself can serve as the ornamental prosthetic through which 
this kind of personhood is produced. The kick line in Fantasy Japonica, for 
instance, which in its very amateur roughness highlights the choreography as 
a not-entirely-seamless appendage to the body, or the shoulder shimmies in 
Tabasco, which overlay racialized indices of tropical enjoyment and female 
corporeality on the dancers, are both instances in which choreography acts 
ornamentally, to produce the dancers as subjects “whose personhood is 
animated, rather than eviscerated, by aesthetic congealment.”19 Though the 
Occupation aimed to produce democratic liberal subjects in the model of 
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Enlightenment ideals, Cheng’s theory suggests a more complicated type of 
personhood was produced here. Choreographic ornamentalism might have 
been a way for these dancers to exist between the contradictory poles of their 
performances at the Ernie Pyle: the unavoidable objectification and abjection 
of presenting oneself as a racialized, gendered body for others’ spectatorial 
consumption, alongside the possibility that these dance movements, shifting 
in geographic and generic registers, might offer a kind of prosthetic escape. 
In this reading, the Erniettes are not transparent liberal subjects; they are, 
rather, self-conscious performers of the imbrication of person and material 
goods on which the Occupation’s claims were ultimately premised.

The Backstage on Stage

The Ernie Pyle has been thought of as off-limits to Japanese, a potent sign of 
exclusion in their own capitol. It is true that, with a few exceptions, Japanese 
spectators were not admitted to the theater. However, an extraordinary num-
ber of Japanese worked at the institution, in addition to the Erniettes. The 
building contained two live performance theaters, a film-screening room, a 
library, five restaurants, rehearsal rooms, offices for the theater’s staff, and a 
billiards room—all of which were staffed by local Japanese workers. Due to 
the Occupation’s policy of “blocked yen,” which mandated that the repara-
tions paid by Japan could not be spent outside of the country, the facility had 
a huge budget for both material and personnel. The scale of the venue meant 
that several thousand Japanese passed in and out of the Ernie Pyle. One docu-
ment listing musicians alone includes over 800 names; another, enumerating 
the categories of backstage personnel (typists, boilermen, elevator operators, 
and so on), estimates that 178 people were required to keep the facility run-
ning on a daily basis. All of these workers were involved in producing the 
fantasies of a “new” Japan that materialized on the theater’s stages. This work 
contained an odd kind of self-consciousness, one that I suggest pervaded the 
Occupation as a whole, and the task of rebuilding Japan under it.

At the Ernie Pyle, then, the backstage as much as the onstage was an 
active place of reimagining what it might mean to be Japanese in the postwar 
era. Considering the backstage draws attention to the hopes and attachments 
that Japanese workers at the Ernie Pyle invested into their activities at the 
theater as they created its onstage fantasies. This investment does not mean 
that they did not also critique it, feel cynical about it, or reject the meanings 
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that their superiors and the Occupation authorities assigned to the produc-
tions. On the contrary, the backstage offers a way of leaving room for Japa-
nese subjects to have conflicting feelings about the Occupation, or to assign 
multiple meanings to their endeavors to reconstruct themselves and their 
nation after the war.

A photograph of a rehearsal of Rhapsody in Blue might serve as a stand-in 
for the myriad activities carried out by workers in the building. Ito, dancing 
among a group of six women, is perhaps going over the choreography, check-
ing spacing on the theater’s stage, or marking the steps for lighting cues. The 
dancers hold an open fourth position, with torsos counterposed against hips 
and arms extended out, hands flipped up at the wrists. They are in costume, 
so this is probably a dress rehearsal. But I also take this moment as a rehearsal 
for the many fantasies that the production—and working at the Ernie Pyle—
may have activated. For one, in addition to rehearsing the choreography, the 
dancers might corporeally imagine the urbanity and abundance that the pro-
duction evoked and that working at the theater also provided. This was not 
mere illusion; working as an Erniette meant access to resources that others 
could only dream of: former Erniettes interviewed by Saitō Ren recalled the 
thrill of getting to wear the short culotte skirts that had been banned for 
many years, and being served hamburger at the rehearsal hall.20 So too, the 
photograph might suggest Ito’s own desire to remain relevant, as he marks 
the choreography in his casual shorts and T-shirt. Together, the group ges-
tures toward a set of desires that remain mostly unexpressed, as they carry 
out the hard work of theater-making.

My reading of the backstage in this photograph, and my insistence on the 
multiplicity of desires it might contain, might suggest the established dyads 
of soto and uchi (outside and inside), omote and ura (front and behind), and 
tatemae and honne (public face and inner feeling). These are paired concepts 
that for many thinkers, building on the original work of sociologist Doi Takeo, 
articulate the particularity of Japanese self-conception, and how an individual 
relates herself to the world around her.21 In fact, anthropologist Nancy Rosen-
berger has articulated tatemae and honne through the metaphor of the front-
stage and backstage, which she productively multiplies into countless stages 
and backstages, illuminated at varying levels of consciousness and intentional-
ity.22 Under these paradigms, the formal performances that the Erniettes gave 
for Allied personnel, all smiles and welcoming choreography, would be tate-
mae, while their inner feelings about the Occupation would be honne; a photo-
graph such as this one, in its almost-performance-readiness, might be read as 
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a kind of middle state. But I am interested in the self-consciousness, not just of 
the performance, or of the onstage, but of the backstage as well. This is a self-
awareness of being watched while going about a putatively nonperforming 
job, that is perhaps better evoked by the kuroko, the black-garbed stagehands 
of many forms of traditional Japanese theater who do their work in full view of 
the audience, within the performance’s diegetic space, even as they remain to 
some extent “unseen.” The backstage, then, is a way of thinking about Japanese 
subjects, at the Ernie Pyle and around the country, who were in many respects 
unseen, even as they were intensely watched, and deeply self-conscious of this 
attention. Under this odd form of scrutiny, they began to construct their own 
fantasies for a postwar life. While these endeavors frequently supported the 
grand production of “democratization and demilitarization” envisioned by 
SCAP, they were also part of longer lives and private meanings.

If it is useful to think about the Occupation as a kind of backstage onstage, 
then this peculiar self-consciousness was in no small part due to the fact 
that in the immediate postwar period, the Occupier’s gaze was everywhere. 
Sometimes, this was experienced quite literally, as in the photograph of the 
GI spectators enjoying Fantasy Japonica, but more frequently this was evi-
dent in the many ways the Occupation authorities tracked their unfolding 
agenda, through the daily lives of Japanese throughout the country. Indeed, 
most of the evidence analyzed in this chapter is the result of SCAP’s vast 
apparatus: all printed material in Japan was subject to censorship, and it is 
for this reason that thousands of publications—including the women’s maga-
zines for which Ito wrote numerous articles, which I will analyze in the next 
section—were saved, and ultimately transported to the University of Mary-
land to form the Gordon W. Prange Collection.23 Likewise, the photographs 
were mostly taken by the US Signal Corps Photographers, whose innumer-
able images documented the unfolding of the Occupation in both its formal 
and informal moments.

In most of the photographs of Ito and the Erniettes, the subjects are look-
ing away from the camera, as if the camera has caught them in the middle of an 
absorbing activity—rehearsing a dance number, socializing with each other, 
introducing GIs to some aspect of Japanese culture. This was probably an 
intentional framing, given that the Signal Corps Photographers’ assignment 
was to unobtrusively record the effects of the Occupation on the reorgani-
zation of Japanese social and political life. The frequency of subjects looking 
away might also be deflection; these cameras were a form of surveillance. But 
to look away from the camera is not to be unaware of it, or even to ignore it. 
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Indeed, as the postmodern dancer/artist Yvonne Rainer insisted in a conver-
sation about the famous averting of the dancer’s gaze from that of the audi-
ence in her piece Trio A, avoiding eye contact is not ignoring the audience.24 
On the contrary, it is a tensely aware form of spectatorial engagement. We see 
in photographs of the Occupation what Carrie Lambert-Beatty describes as 
the “peculiar tension . . . between the body being, and being watched.”25 I want 
to suggest that as much as the Occupation was, for Japanese citizens, about 
remaking their society and themselves, in both disjunction and continuity 
with their wartime lives, the Occupation was also about being watched, while 
going about the work of being, and becoming themselves.

Being watched is a porous, kinesthetic state of being that produces a 
heightened self-consciousness in the act of working to appear natural. And 
this “peculiar tension” between being and being watched is central to under-
standing the working of fantasy in the Occupation. For if Japanese during this 
period could be said to be exploring and enacting all kinds of fantasies—of 
political and social freedom, of the different corporeal habits that suited 
those freedoms, of the various ways of reimagining what it might mean to 
be Japanese—then the fact that all this fantasizing, and the work of trying 
to inhabit these fantasies, was done while being watched, made these fanta-
sies seem at once more real and more elusive. To have someone watch while 
you enact your fantasy makes it seem more real, in that spectators serve as 
a kind of witness, but also more illusive, because they make you aware that 
this might be “just” a performance, the acting out of a fantasy, without the 
making it so. It was this artful work of becoming oneself while being watched 
that Makiko discovered in the rehearsal studio, when she became aware of 
S—Sensei standing behind her, and that Ito taught to his dancers, students, 
and readers during the Occupation.

In one striking backstage photograph, the camera’s subjects do meet 
its gaze. Ito is in a practice hall, leaning against an upright piano, his back 
to the camera. He is watching as a line of women, in tap character shoes 
and short rehearsal skirts, walk toward us, their arms swinging back and 
forth at a 90-degree angle. The women seem to be practicing a train for-
mation, with their arms representing train axles, and their feet swiping 
the floor to create the “choo choo choo choo” sound of a train. Seen from 
the side, as it would be in performance, the effect is of human bodies 
embodying the mechanistic through precision and uniformity (and it 
offers yet another example of choreographic ornamentalism). But here 
in this rehearsal shot, we do not yet see the corporealized train; instead, 
our attention is on the three women whose faces can be clearly seen. The 
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woman at the front of the line looks directly at the camera, and yet does 
not entirely engage it. She wears an expression of relaxed concentration, 
with perhaps some pride, and perhaps a hint of challenge too. This is not 
the face she will wear in performance, all smiles and sparkling eyes. It is 
assuredly still a performance, however, and a knowing arrangement of her 
body and face for the camera, even as she is engaged in the semiprivate 
work of rehearsal. Unlike Makiko, who thought herself alone, this dancer 
knows that the Occupation, even in its private moments, involves a sort of 
public awareness. It is this image, of doing the work of performing herself, 
while being watched, that illuminates the strange self-consciousness that 
was part of the Occupation’s daily unfolding.

Fig. 25. Erniettes practicing with Ito, 1947 (?). Senda Koreya 
Collection, Tsubouchi Memorial Theatre Museum, Waseda 
University.
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Walking into Fantasy

The photograph of the line of Erniettes contains an unavoidable theatri-
cality. It also shows something quite mundane: women walking. Alongside 
his work at the Ernie Pyle, Ito expanded his choreographic pedagogy to the 
general public, and his prime focus was on walking as a movement practice 
that could provide a foundation for the remaking of individuals, and even 
Japanese society at large. Ito disseminated his walking tutorials in numerous 
articles in women’s magazines, which as a prime vehicle for the reeducation 
of Japan’s women, had returned to glossy, full-color printing long before most 
publications.26 His books, such as Etiquette, similarly offered lessons in com-
portment, building on the established genre of women’s edification guides 
that proliferated in Meiji to help women acquire the markers of middle-class 
status after the dismantling of the Tokugawa status system.27

In these tutorials, Ito offered walking—that mundane, almost uncon-
scious activity—as the foundation for Japanese people to remake themselves 
after the war. As I trace in this section, in Ito’s formulation, walking was not 
simply a practice of social engagement, but a performative mode of manifest-
ing oneself as a liberal subject. Like the Occupation as a whole, Ito’s lessons 
were complicated by underlying questions about who the “ideal” liberal sub-
ject is—and whether Japanese women could naturally embody such subjects. 
Not surprisingly, Ito also understood walking as the first step in dancing, and 
he positioned dancers as the people most capable of executing this corpo-
real renovation. Walking thus offered Ito both a concrete way to position his 
expertise as broadly relevant, and the chance to insist that dance—as it had 
been at Hellerau—was the foundational practice for remaking individuals, 
and society at large.

Walking is an activity that can be both mundane and virtuosic, both fun-
damentally unremarkable and deeply theatrical. For many people, though not 
all, walking is the most basic mode for moving through the world, encoun-
tering others. Walking, then, is simultaneously a form of self-mobilization 
and of self-presentation. Though walking might be transhistorical, in Kant, 
Hobbes, and other Enlightenment theorists, walking takes on significance as 
the preeminent manifestation of bourgeois liberal individualism, as Andrew 
Hewitt has traced.28 Likewise, as Hagar Kotef delineates, as a form of mobil-
ity, walking allows individuals to take and express their freedom (they can 
walk anywhere); at the same time, by choosing not to go absolutely anywhere 
(escaping), but instead, by walking within bounds (of the state, of political 
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and social norms), individuals demonstrate that they are in control of them-
selves, and thus, the ideal “free” subjects.29 The fantasy of this self-making 
embodiment is not only that it allows walkers to realize themselves as self-
possessed individuals, but that their state of self-possessed freedom is mani-
fest, evident in their gait and carriage to anyone they encounter along the way. 
Thus, as Hewitt observes, lessons in comportment in general, and walking in 
particular, make “the very condition of man (‘walking on his own two feet’) 
an aesthetic gesture, a mode of representation.”30 In these ways, walking is an 
embodied practice of self-making and of self-legitimation as a social subject.

Not surprisingly, Ito’s model student Makiko is also interested in walk-
ing. In another section of Etiquette, she recounts a momentous day in the 
rehearsal room:

When rehearsal had finished, S—Sensei was about to leave the room when a 
foreigner walked toward him briskly. Since the middle of practice, this blond, 
beautiful person had been standing in a corner of the rehearsal room. The 
woman was talking rapidly, saying who knows what, and suddenly stretched 
out her hand and shook Sensei’s hand. Then they continued their conversa-
tion for a while, and with sensei leading the way, the woman’s figure disap-
peared from the rehearsal room.

For these moments, not more than two minutes, I drank in that woman’s 
every single move as if possessed. It wasn’t just me, there was total and utter 
silence as everyone in the rehearsal room observed her.

What an incredible woman!31

The next time Makiko and the other students see S—Sensei, they ask who this 
stunning woman is, and learn she is one of S—Sensei’s students, just arrived 
from Hollywood. Makiko feels like she has solved a piece of the mystery: 
“The way one could feel the whole movements of her body, that was just as 
you’d expect from someone trained in dancing!”32 Inspired to emulate the 
woman’s way of moving, they take turns guessing at the foundations of her 
elegant movement: “Lack of bashfulness?” “Having confidence?” “A wealthy 
lifestyle?” Ito surprises them with the simplicity of the secret: walking. “Sure 
enough,” thinks Makiko, “perhaps that is it; it was her way of walking that first 
fascinated us.”33

Makiko’s enthralling encounter with this blond American woman fixates 
on the way the woman talks, shakes hands, engages with their teacher, and 
most importantly, walks. Walking figures in this anecdote as a self-making, 
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revelatory behavior; this woman’s walking, above all else, is what manifests 
her as a confident, beautiful, self-possessed individual. Ito’s vision of walking 
is thus in line with the “epistemology of walking” that Hewitt traces through 
Western theorizations of liberal subjectivity. Indeed, here, walking is such a 
force for enacting a legible self-possession that the woman is not only in con-
trol of herself, but has “possessed” (tsukareru) Makiko as well. We might read 
this as suggesting that if one is not in full possession of oneself, one is at risk of 
being possessed by others—through desire, not necessarily to have the other, 
but to be her, a desire so overwhelming as to cause one to lose oneself. In this 
moment of loss of self in the encounter with another’s self-possession, we see 
one of the ways in which the Occupation at times produced conditions of 
racial mimesis and abjection that, as Karen Shimakawa has delineated, have 
been understood both as a part of Asian American subjectivity and as con-
stitutive of legal and cultural Americanness.34 Shimakawa’s paradigm applies 
to this scene precisely because of the aspects of imperial racialization that 
structured the US-led Occupation, in ways that resembled US racial logic “at 
home.” At the moment when Makiko gazes on the blond American woman 
as an object of desire, she is also painfully reminded of the fantasy-status of 
assimilation—always to be pursued, always left incomplete.

But as much as Ito’s lessons may have aligned with Occupation author-
ities’ program to remake Japan through a process of partial “Americaniza-
tion,” I think Ito was actually after a different kind of fantasy: Japaneseness. 
“Japan,” as an unstable but nearly always desirable image, was the corner-
stone of Ito’s career and production of himself. He sought, in his walking 
tutorials, to delineate a mode of bodily presentation that, certainly, would suit 
the era’s ideological calls for democratization and Westernization, but that 
would nevertheless specifically fit Japan and the construction of a new vision 
of “Japan-ness,” one that could continue to fuel the many fantasies that relied 
on this shifting national imaginary.

Ito’s instructions, though they resemble much of the discourse pressed on 
Japanese women during the Occupation, are also striking for their insistence 
that dance—that is, modern dance—was the key to a new kind of embodi-
ment, and thus a new kind of social attitude. As we saw, Makiko is no longer 
mystified by the elegant woman once she understands that this striking figure 
is a dancer. “Sasuga,” Makiko thinks—“Just as you’d expect.” Ito’s insistence on 
dance as a mode of physical renovation might well be understood as an inter-
vention in one of the central discourses of the Occupation era: nikutai. Lit-
erally “meat body,” the word connotes the physical body, its flesh. As Douglas 
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Slaymaker explains, the concept of nikutai registered on several semantic lev-
els at once: it highlighted the immediate corporeal needs (starvation, injury) 
that occupied so much attention; it operated in contrast to the nonphysical or 
spiritual; and it emphatically differed from the ideology of kokutai (the body 
politic or national body—see chapter 4) that had been a dominant paradigm 
during the war.35 Across all these registers, Japanese society was permeated 
with “the widespread notion that the fleshly body provided the gateway to 
liberation and authentic subjectivity.”36 This notion was, as the omnipresent 
figure of the panpan girl—the Occupation era’s streetwalker—suggests, fre-
quently imagined via a female figure.37 But, as Michael Bourdaghs, among 
others, has noted, there was also strong pushback against this fleshly glorifi-
cation, from critics such as Maruyama Masao and artists such as Kurosawa 
Akira, who instead argued for an embrace of rationality and spirituality. Ito 
offered a different approach to this new culture of the body. For while he 
emphatically believed that the physical body could provide access to liber-
ation and subjectivity, such expressiveness could not be achieved through 
total corporeal release and abandonment. Rather, as his own education at 
Hellerau had required, corporeal liberty and the artistic remaking of the self 
would involve intense, precise bodily practice. For Ito, then, the body was 
not something to be feared, but neither could it be allowed undisciplined 
free rein. Instead, the body was a tool that required intentional training and a 
belief in its signifying capabilities, and dance was the surest way to experience 
this new bodily regime.

At their most fundamental, Ito’s lessons in walking were lessons in danc-
ing. In Etiquette, Ito advanced a distinction between inattentive walking 
and walking with intentionality. When one walks without thinking about it, 
according to Ito, the heel comes down first, followed by the toe. By contrast, 
when one walks with intentionality, the toe precedes the heel. As Ito writes, 
“Toe—Heel, toe—heel. In other words, the same as walking in dance.”38 Ito 
goes on to explain that if one walks with heels first, one cannot quickly come 
to a stop, but if one walks with toes first, one can immediately and smoothly 
stop as needed. That is, if one walks with toes first, as a dancer does, one is 
always ready. Dance—and walking as a dancerly movement—is therefore a 
practice of corporeal readiness.39 The dancer, in Ito’s characterization, is a 
person who can quickly read the world and respond to it. The dancer, then, 
is very much the embodiment of an ideal of cosmopolitan openness that 
aligned with the Occupation’s stated aims of reform.

Ito’s focus on walking as the behavior through which Japanese women 
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could retrain themselves for the new postwar era involved not simply a cor-
poreal mimesis, but an absorption—through embodied practice—of the ide-
ologies of liberal individualism and free consumerism that the Occupation 
aimed to inculcate. For example, in the June 1946 issue of Style, in an article 
titled “How to Walk Beautifully,” Ito offered the following lesson: the body 
should form a triangle; the shoulders should be aligned as a level base, with 
the rest of the body narrowing to the triangle’s point at the feet.40 To achieve 
this triangular shape, one must walk along a single line, one foot placed in 
front of the other. The outcome of walking in this way, Ito suggested, would 
be a wholesale remaking of the body, and thus of the self: by broadening out 
her shoulders, for instance, a woman would necessarily open herself to the 
world. Likewise, by walking with one foot in front of the other along a single 
line, the torso rotates from one side to the other; consequently, the woman 
by default greets others with a sense of expansive self-possession. Walking 
thus becomes the key to corporeal renovation. As a repetitive activity nec-
essary to daily life, it can retrain the body into a different posture, and, as a 
result of that posture, a different attitude and a different way of interacting 
with the world.

Although Ito’s lesson implicitly connects particular modes of comport-
ment with particular societies—that is, being confident and open to the 
world is framed as common to a Western, or American, attitude—Ito does 
not end in a confirmation of cultural essentialism. According to Ito, it is the 
kimono that encourages a slumped, rectangular posture, in which women 
move with small, quick steps from the knees, following two lines with their 
feet, instead of one. As he argues, this is a posture that is appropriate for the 
kimono, but unsuitable for Western fashions. Walking and clothing, then, go 
hand in hand, and a change in fashion requires a change in bodily comport-
ment. Ito thus creates a sense of naturalistic fallacy—but also of mutability: 
the Japanese woman is not destined to walk in a timid, retiring way, but has 
simply been shaped by her clothing. Once she casts off her kimono in favor 
of the modern suit, her body will naturally fall into a different shape, and as 
she moves, her body will naturally take on the confidence and self-possession 
that, Ito argues, is inherent to the mode of walking he teaches.

It is worth noting that, like much in the Occupation, while Ito’s mode 
of walking was announced as “new,” Western fashions and the walking that 
supposedly suited those styles had been part of many Japanese women’s rep-
ertoire for decades. What was significant, however, was what this corporeal 
renovation could be taken to mean: a rejection of the period of authoritari-
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anism and restricted gender roles, a reappearance (and update) of the Taisho 
era’s modern girl, and an embrace of international trends. This shift was allur-
ing precisely because it remained out of reach for so many women, even after 
the war. The wartime monpe (loose work trousers) that had been required by 
the state were still common; women otherwise wore adapted military surplus 
that had made its way from the occupying troops to domestic markets, or 
secondhand clothing donated by American churches.41 In the early postwar 
years, then, Ito’s lessons were as much a set of sketches for a corporeal fantasy 
as they were concrete physical tutorials.

Ito’s lessons in walking asserted that the individual emerges as a free, lib-
eral subject through quotidian movement. In this, he echoed the Enlighten-
ment philosophers who also took walking as a figuration of modern person-
hood, because, as such a fundamental, “natural” form of movement, it has the 
power to naturalize whatever social and political meanings are ascribed to 
it. It is thus that free, liberal subjecthood comes to appear as a natural state, 
rather than as a politically constructed and contingent position, available 
only to some humans and not others. And it is as such a naturalized but reve-
latory activity that walking serves as an example of Ju Yon Kim’s theorization 
of the “racial mundane.” As Kim argues, within US racial logic, the mundane 
often serves as the site of racialization, when seemingly familiar behaviors are 
received as foreign.42 The mundane becomes both a way of measuring dis-
tance from the unmarked racial norm of whiteness, and a potential method 
of “reprogramming” the foreign into the familiar or assimilated. Ito’s lessons 
in walking highlighted how such a simple activity could simultaneously serve 
as a site of racialization, but also of assimilation via the intentional changes in 
posture and gait that he prescribed. And under the conditions of the Occupa-
tion, these mundane changes were attributed the power to change the status 
of Japan on the world stage.

But the tension inherent in what, exactly, the mundane reveals about 
race is also its source of ambiguity. As Kim writes, the mundane “is enacted 
by the body, but may or may not be of the body.”43 If women did adopt this 
new mode of walking, and to whatever degree, we might think of it as just 
this kind of theatrical performance, where we can never precisely identify 
the boundary between actor and role, between naturalized embodiment and 
citational enactment. Ito’s instructions in walking held in tension the promise 
and problem of the mundane: as tutorials that could transform behavior, they 
held the promise of offering assimilation—if not into whiteness, then into the 
purportedly universal category of the individual liberal subject, imagined by 
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Enlightenment thinkers and very much espoused by Occupation authorities. 
At the same time, if it were something learnable rather than innate, then it 
was possible for it to be a “mere” performance. This is a dynamic that has 
haunted Western Euro-America’s relationship with Japan since its whirlwind 
process of modernization/Westernization during the Meiji era.44 The racial 
mundane thus throws into question the supposed performativity of walking 
and its promise to manifest the walker as a free political subject, even as it 
nevertheless offers a form of intentional engagement with the body, and the 
tantalizing possibility of remaking the self.

• • •

The ways in which Ito’s tutorials might have produced knowledge and 
prompted movement are untraceable. Some students, perhaps, simply sat 
and were content to imagine themselves carrying out this movement. Some, 
I imagine, practiced Ito’s tutorials in the privacy of their own homes, or on an 
empty street where they hoped no one would see them. And some, I like to 
think, boldly tried out these postures on the busiest thoroughfares and in the 
sensorium of newly reopened department stores. In all of these possibilities, 
Ito’s magazine articles offered the promise of potentiality and the pleasure 
of reimagining oneself. Crucially, this was a reimagining rooted in the body, 
and in a kinesthetic awareness of oneself as a body. Ito’s lessons in walking, 
then, suggest that fantasy is more than, or not only, an act of imagination 
taking place within one’s mind. Fantasy can also be the acts of imagination 
that take place within the body, not as a reflection or acting-out of mental-
psychological-emotional states, but as corporeal expressivity. The body itself 
can fantasize, in the stretching out of limbs in unexpected directions, in the 
pivoting of the torso in a more expansive manner, in the arching of the neck 
and swiveling of the head to encompass a new gaze.

And perhaps a few of the women who read Ito’s tutorials showed up at 
the audition for Ito’s three-month actor and model training course; the first 
recruitment session in 1953 received 1,500 applications, from which Ito and 
his colleagues chose 88. Ito turned to the fashion industry as the Occupation 
closed; it was a resource-rich industry, in which his lifetime of physical train-
ing and teaching experience could be offered as a foundation on which to 
develop Japan as a center of high fashion. In 1951 and 1952, he served as a judge 
for the Tina Leser competition for Japanese designers, an event sponsored by 
the American sportswear designer best known for her use of Hawaiian tex-
tiles and her introduction of sarong- and dhoti-inspired “at home” clothes. In 
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1953, Ito began work with the newly founded Sumire Model Group, one of the 
earliest organizations specializing in fashion floor shows. Over the following 
years, Ito directed and served as fashion show advisor for foreign designers 
such as Christian Dior and Howard Greer, as well as for Japanese companies 
such as the textile firm Toyobo and for various iterations of the Miss Uni-
verse pageant.45 Fashion modeling, though perhaps an unexpected turn in his 
career, is an almost obvious outcome of his postwar interest in instructing 
women in modes of walking and bodily comportment through the principles 
of modern dance. The fashion runway, after all, lies somewhere between the 
explicit theatricality of the proscenium stage and the apparent ordinariness of 
everyday walking, and (high) fashion is, among other things, the aestheticiza-
tion of the mundane necessity of wearing clothing.46 The end of the Occupa-
tion overlapped with the start of the Korean War. The US’s ability to declare 
the Occupation successfully concluded was in no small degree based on the 
sense that Japan had been successfully reconstructed as a capitalist nation, 
and could be relied on as an anticommunist base in the Pacific. In this regis-
ter, Ito’s interest in the world of fashion not only reiterates his always-present 
desire to seek out well-funded projects, but, as an industry particularly tuned 
to capitalist production and consumption, it marks Ito’s understanding of the 
political milieu of 1950s Japan.

A photograph from 1954 shows Ito, seated at a table at the end of a 
rehearsal hall, evaluating potential students for his course. A woman, #38, 
dressed in a swimsuit and white pumps, with glinting earrings and a watch, 
moves toward us, away from the table. She is exhibiting her walk for the 
judges, and in the process, exhibiting her ability to display clothing, to present 
herself as a consumer subject who might inspire other consumer subjects; 
she is exhibiting her ability to make the body look natural even as it performs 
in a highly theatrical manner. This is walking, as Ito taught it, and even, in 
her poise, her self-consciousness, her aestheticized presentation of self, this 
is walking as the Enlightenment theorists might have meant it. That is, this 
woman’s mode of walking is intended as a legible, self-making gesture. And 
yet, perhaps because of the slightly downward cast of her face, with its impas-
sive expression, or perhaps because of the way this scene so explicitly stages 
female display for the male gaze, it is hard to take this photograph as evidence 
that the Occupation produced female “freedom”—even as it, assuredly, does 
represent certain kinds of freedom.

SanSan Kwan has offered the figure of the flâneuse as a feminist rejoin-
der to the flâneur, that male walker of the city who takes in the urban space 
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through his gaze and physical occupation of its spaces. Kwan writes, “While 
the flâneur relies on his sense of sight as a kind of mastering, objectifying 
gaze, the flâneuse instead gathers her information through the body. . . . The 
flâneuse is, for me, an ideal dance researcher—kinesthetically aware, self-
reflectively analytic.”47 Kwan takes the figure of the flâneuse as a model for 
her own walks through Chinese urban spaces, offering a methodology of pro-
ducing knowledge and a sense of embeddedness through visceral experience. 
Bounded by the studio’s walls, the woman in this photograph does not appear 
as this kind of flâneuse. But it is possible to imagine her kinesthetic expe-
rience of this space, and how her kinesthetic awareness constructs a deep 
knowledge of the possibilities—and limitations—that this room holds.

She must hear the taps of her heels on the wood floor, the kind of per-
sonal sound that seems to fill space with its volume. The fresh air coming 

Fig. 26. Ito pro model 
first-round auditions, 
August 1954, at 
the Kakinokizaka 
Institute, Jack K. 
Ohi. Senda Koreya 
Collection, Tsubouchi 
Memorial Theatre 
Museum, Waseda 
University.
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through the open windows mingles with cigarette smoke; it must also pro-
duce goosebumps on her skin, making her even more aware of her skin’s 
bareness, in contrast to the fully clothed judges sitting behind her. Kinesthe-
sia, the sensing of other bodies and the production of a knowledge of space 
through that co-sensing of presence, is often understood as an empathetic 
form of relationality—one that Kwan cautions us about. Indeed, though this 
woman surely, overwhelmingly senses the presence of the other people in 
the room, this is not a kinesthesia of empathy, of feeling with each other. 
Rather, in sensing the bodies around her, and the tense, unequal relationship 
between herself and them, she assembles knowledge of her own position, of 
the opportunities that this measured walk through the studio seems to prom-
ise, as well as its limitations. I imagine that she can feel them behind her, she 
can feel the space in the room open up as she moves farther away, and as this 
space grows, she can feel her own body, small and discrete in the open space 
of the studio.

This is a woman who assuredly has made walking into a fulfillment of 
Hewitt’s gloss, “an aesthetic gesture, a mode of representation,” but she has 
also, in the process, rendered herself into a kind of aesthetic object. The 
promise of walking as a performative manifestation of liberal subjectivity 
here collides with the material conditions of being a gendered, raced body, 
and returns us to Anne Cheng’s ornamentalism. Modeling extends my ear-
lier comments on choreographic ornamentalism, because it involves a curi-
ous form of embodiment, where the model is supposed to disappear into 
the impersonality of a mannequin, and yet retain something of liveness and 
of individuality, to allow the potential consumer to impose herself on the 
model and into the clothing she wears. Modeling is, then, a mode of self-
presentation as self-objectification, and a kind of abstraction of the self, a 
“disappearance into appearance.”48 Moreover, if modeling can be taken as a 
certain form of dance, then this photograph makes clear that there is nothing 
inherently liberatory in dance; it neither distracts from the fleshly body nor 
offers some kind of insight or interiority.

But if this woman’s walk is an instance of ornamentalism, it is also an 
instance of fantasy—and not simply because modeling is intended to sell con-
sumers some kind of fantasy, or because her dream of becoming a glamorous 
model is, perhaps, illusory. Rather, it is fantasy in the sense that I have tried 
to offer in this book: a self-conscious performance of self that allows an indi-
vidual to survive, and to construct a sense of continuity across life’s ruptures. 
After growing up under the war and then the Occupation, for this young 
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woman, the very circumstance of auditioning to be a model must have felt 
improbable. For her, it is perhaps this walk—both mundane and aesthetic—
that allows her to continue to make herself, in the body she’s always had.

Ito, like the Enlightenment philosophers and like so many of his mod-
ern dance peers, wanted to believe in the honesty of corporeal expression, in 
some kind of fundamental truthfulness to be found in dance. His obsession 
with comportment, and with etiquette, during the Occupation and the final 
decades of his career was a manifestation of his desire for the body to work as 
an unmediated register of the self. In a chapter of Etiquette titled “Form and 
Spirit” (kata to kokoro), he writes:

The rules of etiquette [are intended] to express in outward form the idea of 
inner respect.

Speaking solely from this point of view, [the rules of etiquette share a] 
path with artistic expression. The artist especially must not intentionally 
debase or deceive himself. He dearly wishes to re-extend his true feelings 
accurately to the world of beauty and to the world of ideas. I wish for the rules 
of etiquette to be such workings of the heart.

Originally, in what was called etiquette, the externally appearing form, 
accepted by numerous people, became a kind of agreement. And of course, 
most people quickly learn the form of that promise, but in that condition lose 
their inner feeling. . . .49

This passage is, in many ways, a reworking of old Confucian principles, 
repackaged as a new prescription for corporeal sincerity appropriate for the 
new era. But in his insistence that movement not be conventionalized, or 
emptied of meaning, we see the persistence of Ito’s own fantasy, of dance as 
a form of self-realization.

If Ito’s fantasy of his choreography was of dance as honest self-expression, 
it was nevertheless, and especially as he taught it to young Japanese and Jap-
anese American women, in Japan and in the US, a repertoire of persistence. 
In another photograph, Ito coaches a woman who stands on a dais before 
a group of thirty of her peers. With her right hand resting on her hip, the 
left arm reaches down and away from her body in a gentle point. Her feet 
are arranged in a seemingly casual third position—ladylike, but ready to 
move. The women behind her hold similar poses, though most of them have 
their left arm bent up in a suspended gesture of indication. In these poses, 
we might trace residues of the Delsarte system, some of which Ito certainly 
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absorbed in Germany and the US, and which had also been incorporated into 
physical education regimens in Japan.50 As Hewitt writes, Delsarte’s system 
of gestural expression had been so popular with the bourgeoisie in Europe 
and the US because his gestures appeared to “naturally” represent, in the lan-
guage of the body, a person’s inner state.51 These women’s poses, then, in all 
their stiff formality, might be read as both a manifestation of the bourgeois 
leisure class that fashion modeling often aims to evoke (and the Occupation’s 
promise of that economic vision), and also of Ito’s dream that movement be 
honest and meaningful.

But this photograph also reminds us that while fantasy may appear to be 

Fig. 27. “Sumire Models First-Generation Training.” Senda 
Koreya Collection, Tsubouchi Memorial Theatre Museum, 
Waseda University.
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something deeply private, it is, in fact, always about the individual in rela-
tion to others, and the spectatorial awareness that engenders that relation-
ality. In addition to the interpretations of walking already considered here, 
Marié Abe provides one more, in her study of chindon-ya. It is this paradigm 
that perhaps offers ground between the ideology of dance as honest mani-
festation of the self, and the congealment of selfhood within objectification. 
Chindon-ya are troupes of street musicians who advertise for a local business 
or sponsor by parading through the city. As Abe argues, key to the chindon-
ya’s magnetism is the practice of walking—horyū—in which questions of 
pace, of footwork, of length of stride become not only the foundation for the 
troupe’s artistic appeal (and capacity to walk for hours), but also the basis 
for the performers’ ability to create connection among themselves and the 
many listeners they encounter along the way. Abe shares details from a horyū 
workshop she attended in which Hayashi Kōjirō, the leader of the prominent 
troupe Chindon Tsūshinsha, advised participants to “be conscious of peo-
ple’s gazes. . .  . No one should feel ignored. On the street, too, you need to 
make them aware that you’re watching them, even with your back and with 
your butt. Express, through your whole body, that you’re being seen, and that 
you’re seeing them.”52 The lesson is humorous; the fuller quotation includes 
an analogy with a nightclub hostess, whose performance of attentiveness has 
clear parallels with Ito’s various students. But what is instructive here is the 
notion of walking as a way of moving the body into relationality with those 
around you, through the self-consciousness that movement can engender.

For Ito, too, I think watching and being watched were not merely ocular 
but corporeal practices of fantasy-making as self-performance. And it was in 
this practice of self-conscious seeing that Ito taught his students to form—
both materially and imaginatively—a possible postwar world. During the 
Occupation and its aftermath, Ito taught dance as a way to reimagine the 
self, in service of reimagining a postwar Japan. From the Erniettes on stage, 
whose ebullient dancing vivified the fantasy of postwar prosperity, to his 
walking tutorials, which imagined mundane self-presentation as the founda-
tion of the self-possessed liberal subject, as well as in his modeling lessons, in 
which the kinesthetic sense of being watched—so often a source of profound 
alienation—could also be made into a form of relationality, Ito wove his own 
fantasies into a greater historical fabric. Perhaps his abiding desire to achieve 
historical significance was, in the end, what allowed his many lessons, and his 
own example, to be remembered in bodily traces that persist today.
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Conclusion

Ito died of a brain hemorrhage in 1961, in the midst of preparing for the 1964 
Tokyo Olympics. His death brought to a close his choreographic and theat-
rical inventions, his utopic opportunism, and, seemingly, the fantasies that 
propelled him through his life. But fantasies sometimes live on beyond those 
who initiated them. As I have explored, Ito’s fantasies took many different 
shapes: invented anecdotes, unrealized projects, socio-political affiliations, 
and dance-making itself—and all of these were central to Ito’s performance of 
self, and the fantasies that sustained him. Across two World Wars, and expe-
riences of racialization, internment, and imperialism, these fantasies per-
sisted, even as they shifted and transformed to accommodate each historical 
moment. For instance, the fantasy of Ito as an object of desire bound up in 
both Western and Japanese orientalism, that was so resonant in London and 
New York, transformed to Ito as cultural diplomat in California, as he aged 
and as the relationship between Japan and the US deteriorated. Likewise, the 
fantasies of “Japan” to which he was so closely tied shifted across his career, 
as a mounting accrual of associations. The pervasive notion of Japan as a land 
of aesthetic supremacy, for example, did not disappear as Japan’s imperialist 
visions took hold, but rather, became a layer upon which Ito, like many oth-
ers, could imagine Japan’s imperialism as a force of cultural Pan-Asianism. 
Again, after the war, even as these fantasies were repudiated, they became 
the ground for a vision of Japan as a peaceful, cosmopolitan, modern nation. 
Across all these fantasies, Ito’s desire to be at the center remained. However, 
his belief in art as a force by which he could mediate between cultures and 
nations, though he never relinquished it, was profoundly diminished by his 
experiences during the war. Although his death might seem like the stopping 
point for a narrative of Ito’s career, his story (like the ones he loved to tell) 
doesn’t quite end there. Ito’s legacy—the ways his dance practice and story 
have influenced subsequent generations—stretches on, as do his fantasies.

In dance history, it is useful to think of a person’s dance descendants—the 
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lineage of dancers who carry on a choreographer’s method and repertoire 
in their bodies, constituting a chain of corporeal transmission. Ito’s primary 
dance descendants are concentrated in Japan and the US. The effort to recon-
stitute Ito’s body of work after his death involved oceanic crossings and com-
bining different threads in a way that very much resembled the patterns of 
Ito’s own life.

In 1977, one of Ito’s dancers in Southern California, Helen Caldwell, 
pieced together an early biography of him, using materials she had from her 
own collection, Toyo Miyatake’s photographs, and the stories she recalled 
Ito telling in the 1930s. This book represented an assertion of Ito’s place in 
American modern dance, providing readers with a wealth of photographs, 
appendices of Ito’s works, and Caldwell’s own reports of the sensorial and 
imagistic associations that she learned for many of Ito’s dances. Meanwhile, 
in Japan, Ito’s protégé Maki Ryūko had taken on leadership of the studio at 
the time of his death, and she continued to teach his technique and his dances 
to new students. Imura Kyoko, another of Ito’s final students, oversaw the 
Michio Ito Alumni Association, which she has run, along with her student 
Komine Kumiko. As the designated living repository of Ito’s works, Maki 
trained many dancers, including Satoru Shimazaki, who in the late 1970s 
traveled to the US to study American forms of modern dance. In New York, 
Shimazaki offered master classes in Ito’s technique, and mounted several 
concerts that presented both his own and Ito’s choreography, thereby offer-
ing a vivid (re-)introduction of Ito to the public.1 While in the US, Shimazaki 
also taught at Washington University in St. Louis for a few years, and there, 
he met Mary-Jean Cowell, who became a crucial partner in establishing Ito’s 
legacy. Cowell, who trained as both a dancer and as a PhD in Japanese litera-
ture, learned Ito’s technique and pieces from his repertoire from Shimazaki, 
and in 1994, wrote with Shimazaki “East and West in the Work of Michio Ito,” 
which began to critically engage with Ito’s career from a scholarly perspec-
tive.2 Through subsequent articles, ongoing workshops in his technique, and 
numerous lectures in the US and Japan, Cowell has continued to establish 
Ito’s importance to dance history. Her forthcoming biography, written for a 
wide audience, ensures that his story will reach those beyond the circles of 
dancers and scholars who have already been engaged by him.

The narrative above is one thread of Ito’s legacy, that begins in Japan with 
his death, and crosses back over to the US. Another thread begins with Ito’s 
Japanese American students in Los Angeles in the 1930s, through the period 
of their own incarceration at WRA centers during the war, and after, as they 
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pieced together their lives and in many cases became important figures for 
the reconstitution of the Los Angeles Little Tokyo community. In 1988, a 
young Korean American student in the dance program at the University of 
New Mexico walked the halls with his hair cut in a bob; a professor there, 
Dr. Judith Bennahum, was struck by the resemblance and told him he should 
do some research on Ito.3 And so Dana Tai Soon Burgess found Helen Cald-
well’s biography and became determined to learn some of Ito’s repertoire and 
carry on his legacy as an Asian American choreographer. After graduation, 
Burgess moved to Washington, DC, where he became connected to Lily Ari-
kawa Okura, one of Ito’s Los Angeles dancers, and to Michiko Yoshimura 
Kitsmiller, who had trained with Ito in Japan; he soon also connected with 
Shimazaki. These three different living repositories of Ito’s method taught 
to Burgess and his dance company Ito’s technique and some of his reper-
toire. Burgess continues to perform these pieces and to advocate, in his 
dancing, his writing, and his outreach from his position as the Smithsonian’s 
choreographer-in-residence, for the artistic and sociopolitical significance of 
his own work as an Asian American choreographer, and of the larger field of 
Asian American dance-making.

In Burgess’s story, we see a version of how Ito, both during his life and 
afterward, has served as an anchor for others to articulate aspects of their own 
self-becoming. For Burgess, Ito represents a figure for the fantasy of social 
justice and Asian American belonging—and, as has been the case throughout 
this book, by “fantasy” I do not mean an illusion or utopian hope, but rather a 
focal point for the affiliative identities that bind an individual to the world in 
which they live. We see this in Burgess’s writings on Ito—for example, in his 
discussion of performing Pizzicati: “Whenever I perform Pizzicati, I experi-
ence a feeling akin to entering battle. [. . .] I am able to dance choreography 
that represents how I look and feel, that portrays me as strong and that was 
created by a like-minded artist who also shared my deep sense of ‘otherness.’”4 
Burgess’s articulation of what dancing Pizzicati means to him is suggestive of 
how, even in his afterlife, Ito is a figure through whom others can articulate 
their deepest, sustaining desires. As I asserted in the introduction, fantasy is 
different from escapism, because fantasy is grounded in a fundamental belief 
in its possibility. This, I think, is why Ito has become such a key fantasy for 
subsequent generations of Asian American dancers. His career, in real ways, 
set the conditions for a different set of possibilities to be realized.

Like Burgess, Bonnie Oda Homsey is a dancer (and now director of the Los 
Angeles Dance Foundation and cofounder of its American Repertory Dance 
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Company [ARDC]) who found in Ito a missing piece of history.5 Trained at 
Julliard and then having worked as a principal dancer in Martha Graham’s 
company, when she finally encountered Ito’s story from Karoun Tootikian, 
the director of the Ruth St. Denis Foundation, Homsey wondered how Ito 
had been missing from her education. This absence prompted her to recon-
struct six of Ito’s dances for the ARDC, and to direct a documentary about 
his life, Michio Ito, Pioneering Dancer-Choreographer.6 Meanwhile, interdis-
ciplinary performance artist Denise Uyehara, whose great-aunt danced with 
Ito in Los Angeles and then later became a nightclub dancer, has taken Ito as a 
figuration of the exoticization of Asian and Asian diasporic people in Amer-
ica in her collaboration with Indonesian dancer Sri Susilowati, Pageantry.7 
For many dancers, then, especially those who identify as Japanese American 
or Asian American, Ito has become a resonant figure who stands as a kind of 
ancestor, a troubled and troublesome forerunner, an historic inspiration, and 
a foil for their own negotiations of working as artists in the US.

In addition to those dancers who trace direct choreographic lineages 
from Ito, many who studied with him or with his students have incorpo-
rated aspects of Ito’s practice into other threads of modern and contemporary 
dance. Pulling on these threads leads us to other moments and major figures 
in dance history—Luigi, Pauline Koner, Waldeen, Lester Horton, Alvin Ailey. 
Ito’s traces run through many repertoires.

If Ito’s dance descendants have sustained Ito’s repertoire in their bodies, his 
familial descendants have been central to these endeavors of reconstruction 
and to assisting scholars, choreographers, and artists to engage with Ito’s life. 
For example, when Homsey sought to reconstruct pieces from Ito’s repertoire, 
the work of setting the pieces on the ARDC dancers was done by Taeko Furu-
shō, Ito’s niece (and daughter of Michio’s eldest sister, Yoshiko, and her hus-
band Furushō Motō, the army general who had looked after Ito when he first 
arrived in Germany). Likewise, music for the film was provided by Teiji Ito, 
son of Michio’s brother Yūji and his wife, Teiko. Above all, Ito’s granddaughter, 
Michele Ito, has been a resource, a keeper of records, and in many respects, a 
guardian of Ito’s legacy. As she observed of her work creating the Michio Ito 
Foundation: “I thought it was important for somebody to have a little control 
over what was being handed down to new dancers. That was really the crux 
of why the foundation exists, to save the dances, the surviving dances, and to 
make sure that they get handed down, as best as they could.”8

Across the work of these many descendants, there now exists a body of 
reconstructed pieces from Ito’s repertoire that work alongside the written 
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documents in his archive to provide points of access to his choreography 
and career. These re-performances, or reenactments, in particular, can be 
understood as one more nuance of my use of the term “fantasy.” As André 
Lepecki has argued, dance reenactments can be understood as performances 
that “unlock, release, and actualize a work’s many (virtual) com- and incom-
possibilities, which the originating instantiation of the work kept in reserve, 
virtually.”9 Dance reenactments are opportunities to explore—and for specta-
tors to see materialized—the multiple desires that a dance can contain, not all 
of which are given expression in its earlier showings, even by its “originator.” 
Ito’s dances act as fantasies for his many descendants precisely because they 
hold room for the expression of possibilities that Ito himself may have only 
limned, and of new possibilities that these dancers hold for themselves.

Across the stories, images, and dances of Ito’s life, fantasy was, for Ito, a 
way of performing himself as an object of desire—for himself and others—
through constant oscillations of watching, and being watched, and watch-
ing himself being watched. As I have offered at various moments, for many 
theorists building on the work of Laplanche and Pontalis (including myself ), 
fantasy has been crucially defined as a scene of desire that the fantasizer proj-
ects themself into, and effectively spectates, as the possibilities allowed for in 
this scene unfold. This projection is almost always understood as ocular, and 
indeed, my own use of “watching” follows that figuration. But the watching I 
am thinking of, the deep self-consciousness of feeling oneself in a theatrical 
setting, is corporeal. It is this sense of kinesthetic “watching” or awareness 
that I have articulated as the body itself fantasizing. By performing himself 
as an object of desire, above all, for himself, Ito sustained a sense of his own 
meaningfulness, a desire that became persistence, and perhaps, his very abil-
ity to survive.

Ito’s fantasies, especially the unrealized artistic projects and utopian polit-
ical affiliations, also tell us something about how his larger world worked. It is 
a cornerstone of theater, dance, and performance studies that bodies not only 
hold memories, collective and individual, but they can also manifest history 
itself, in gestural movement, in surrogated affect, in the ways they are read by 
others. I have sought to argue in this book that Ito’s fantasies are similar vessels 
of historical events. His plan for the Philippines “independence” mass pageant, 
for instance, is extraordinary only for how representative it actually was, of 
Japanese artists’ involvement in the imperial war effort, of the dream of Pan-
Asianism, of Japanese imperialism’s appeal to numerous individuals’ personal 
aspirations, and of the belief that art could simultaneously chart history—and 
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make it. Ito’s fantasies are important because across a lifetime that encom-
passed two world wars, virulent forms of racialization, and the violently shift-
ing borders of nations and empires, they suggest how innumerable individuals 
charted lives in some intimate mix of survival and personal desire.

At a remove from that historic period, the echoes of Ito’s fantasies that 
surface most readily are those most obviously connected to empowering 
histories of modern dance, of community formation, of aesthetic and cho-
reographic innovation. But Ito’s fantasies were formed within, and by, the 
circumstances of his world: his utopic fantasies of embodied diplomacy 
emerge alongside the fantasy of a Japanese imperial cosmopolitanism; and 
his fantasies of a new corporeality, for Nisei girls and for postwar Japanese 
women, emerge alongside fantasies of US hegemony in the Pacific. That is, as 
much as Ito’s fantasies sustained him, they also, in ways both mundane and 
spectacular, sustained fantasies of imperialism, racialization, and national-
ism. Fantasy, after all, is licentious; its apparent—and sustaining—flights are 
ultimately what bind each of us to this very world. Fantasy entangles—Ito 
with his world, and us, perhaps, with him.
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