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F or the past two decades, the Tokyo-
based Chelfitsch theater company 
has been creating a form of eco-
critical performance in Japan, con-

fronting political and environmental crises 
of national and global significance.

The company rose to international promi-
nence under the leadership of founder, play-
wright and director Toshiki Okada with a 
series of works in response to the 2011 Great 
East Japan Earthquake. This includes “Current 
Location” (2012), “Ground and Floor” (2013) 
and “Eraser Mountain” (2019). Among the 
different thematic strands that connect these 
works is the question of Japan’s identity 
against the backdrop of mounting ecologi-
cal, economic and population issues.

In October 2021 and 2022, the company 
held a series of workshops in Tokyo with 
the purpose of creating “Japanese theater 
with people whose native language is not 
Japanese.”

The workshops attracted residents of 
Japan from a range of cultural backgrounds, 
Japanese speaking levels and acting experi-
ence. The participants were first tasked with 
describing a space at home through speech 
and gestures. Later on, they were asked to 
talk about another participant’s home as 
though it were their own.

After these sessions, all participants were 
invited to a two-round audition process 
for roles in “The Window of Spaceship ‘In-
Between,’” a play written by Okada and in 
collaboration with the cast. The production, 
which features four workshop participants 
and two Chelfitsch company members, 
premiered at Tokyo’s Kichijoji Theater this 
August and is being revised in early Octo-
ber as part of Kyoto Experiment, the Kansai 

region’s landmark 
international the-
ater festival run-
ning from Sept. 30 
through Oct. 22.

In “The Window 
of Spaceship ‘In-
Between,’” a crew 
of four humans and 
one android assem-
ble on a spaceship as 
part of a mission to 
find a new habitable 

environment in the wake of Earth becoming 
less sustainable for life. The crew’s vessel is 
boarded unexpectedly by an alien, and a 
series of discussions ensue on what it means 
to be human, android and alien.

The roles of the android and alien are per-
formed by Chelfitsch members, Leon Kou 
Yonekawa and Mari Ando, who are both 
native Japanese speakers. The four human 
roles are played by Tina Rosner, Qiucheng 

Xu, Ness Roque and Robert Zetsche, who all 
have different levels of Japanese-language 
proficiency.

One of the reasons Okada embarked on 
this mixed-roots project was to respond to 
the state of contemporary Japanese theater; 
the playwright observed that actors who 
are non-native Japanese speakers tend not 
to be judged by their theatrical prowess but 
more by their linguistic aptitude. Having 
spent time directing works for the Munich 
Kammerspiele public theater, Okada noticed 
that in contrast, the opposite trend was true 
in German theater. Okada then decided to 
explore what could be done to challenge the 
status quo of the Japanese stage.

In July 2022, well after the first round of 
workshops, Chelfitsch organized a panel 
discussion under the following title: “Reflec-
tions on a Chelfitsch Theater Project with 
Non-native Japanese Speakers.” Two impor-
tant discussion points were how to define 
“native” and “non-native” speakers of Japa-
nese and how to position “non-native Japa-
nese theater” within a cultural landscape 
that takes standardized Japanese for granted.

The general problem with this type of 
categorization is that it maintains a divi-
sion between “native” and “non-native.” 
Okada’s project, therefore, set out to work 
“in-between” these kinds of restrictive cate-
gories. His ambition was not only to make a 
one-off production based on the workshops, 
but for it to become a platform from which 

mixed-roots Japanese theater of the future 
might draw inspiration.

Rosner, a theater researcher and practi-
tioner from Hungary who has been based 
in Tokyo since 2014, is enthusiastic about 
the project’s inclusivity. She says she finds it 
refreshing to work on a production that puts 
the categories of “foreign” and “native” aside 
and instead focuses on mutual explorations 
of what the Japanese language is and can be.

She points out that the two main spaces 
for non-native actors in Japanese theater 
are either one-off parts in professional pro-
ductions or student-led plays in university 
language departments. “The Window of 
Spaceship ‘In-Between’” offers a new way of 
working.

In talking about her personal experience 
of living in Japan, Rosner points out that just 
as in any language, there is plurality in Japa-
nese, whether it’s in different levels of profi-
ciency or differences in regional accents and 
dialects.

“It’s something that is already there,” Ros-
ner says. “It’s only the hardcore language 
purists that don’t want to see that, and what 
we’re doing is just adding another layer to it.”

In terms of the acting experience, Rosner 
notes that it resulted in “a real boost in con-
fidence with Japanese because even if you 
make mistakes, in theater you have to stick 
by them.”

Rosner explains that she had been self-
conscious about having a strong accent in 

Japanese and in English, but she has come 
to realize that “(having an) accent takes cour-
age because it means you are already trying 
to take part in another linguistic medium, 
and that in itself is a positive step.” The entire 
project has become an intense listening exer-
cise for her. Closely paying attention to each 
other as actors, directors and audience mem-
bers is, for her, a crucial part of moving for-
ward as a plurality of Japanese speakers.

Okada also finds the play to be a rich learn-
ing process.

“The biggest discovery (for me) relates to 
the essence of theater itself,” he says. “The 
project brought me back to the fundamen-
tals of theater: how to deliver lines to an 
audience in a clear and impactful way, but 
also that it’s crucial to devote more rehearsal 
time to reading the text together around the 
table.”

One of the keywords that is repeated in the 
production is “multiverse” — the idea that 
multiple realities are in play, either already 
within our world or as adjacent worlds. In 
this production, there is a “multiverse” not 
only of characters from different space-time 
dimensions but also within the language and 
experiences brought to the stage. The theater 
is often sensitive to these differences, but 
that cannot be taken for granted. It is never 
given that such a mixed tapestry of tones 
and voices can find true expression. But “The 
Window of Spaceship ‘In-Between’” takes a 
refreshing step in that direction.

The cast for 
Chelfitsch’s play 
“The Window of 
Spaceship ‘In-
Between’” features 
individuals with 
different levels of 
Japanese-language 
proficiency who 
participated in 
workshops hosted 
by the theater 
company to promote 
more inclusivity in 
Japanese theater   
SHUTO MAEZAWA

Theater company questions status 
quo with non-native speakers  

Chelfitsch challenges language barrier on stage
“The Window of Spaceship ‘In-
Between’” is part of this year’s Kyoto 
Experiment (KEX), whose core concept 
is “maze maze,” a Japanese mimetic 
term that evokes the idea of mixing. 
The three co-directors of KEX invite 
their audience to “consider language, 
identity, and culture as changeable, 
fluid, and plural” through a lineup of 11 
performance works.

Aside from the Chelfitsch piece, the 
festival includes three dance pieces. 
Brazilian choreographer Alice Ripoll 
brings to Kyoto her latest work, “Lava-
gem,” a staging of interpersonal rela-
tionships through everyday cleaning 
products (lavagem means “to clean” 
in Portuguese). Japanese choreogra-
pher Ayaka Nakama will present “The 
Odoriba Legend,” a piece that investi-
gates past dance forms from the Kansai 
region that now only exist as spoken 
lore. Meanwhile, Ruth Childs, niece of 
the celebrated American choreogra-
pher Lucinda Childs, brings reworkings 
of three of her aunt’s 1970s works to 
Kyoto.

Returning to KEX for his second visit 
is Thai director Wichaya Atamat with a 
new work titled “Juggle & Hide (Seven 
Whatchamacallits in Search of a Direc-
tor).” The characters in the piece are 
a range of props from Atamat’s past 
works. The director finds innovative 
means of telling their stories and dis-
entangling them from the meanings 
that he once forced on them.

Australia’s Back to Back Theatre, a 
company with an ensemble of actors 
with a range of disabilities, makes its 
debut in Kansai with a work that looks 
at the dangers of artificial intelligence 
for people with disabilities. In Higashi 
Kujo, an area of ongoing redevelop-
ment, KEX brings the third part of its 
“Moshimoshi City” audio drama project 
to life. Directed by Korean singer-song-
writer Lang Lee, the piece offers an 
extraterrestrial’s view of an unfamiliar 
world.

Hong Kong-based sound artist Sam-
son Yong will present “The World Falls 
Apart Into Facts,” a research-based 
piece on the genealogy of the Chinese 
folk song “Molihua” and its move-
ment from East to West and back again 
during the Qing Dynasty (1644-1912). 
Argentine author and director Mariano 
Pensotti and his company stage a real-
time split narrative play following a 
character called “Manuel” across two 
timelines in 2020 and 2050.

Finally, emerging Japanese digital 
artist Shota Yamauchi and olfactory 
artist Maki Ueda will present “Sweaty-
oily Sour-cheesy Juice,” an attempt at 
distilling body odors from members of 
the audience into a perfume.

More theater pieces 
at Kyoto Experiment

‘(Having an) accent takes 
courage because it means 

you are already trying 
to take part in another 

linguistic medium,  
and that in itself is a 

positive step.’
THEATER RESEARCHER TINA ROSNER

Performances of 
“The Window of 
Spaceship ‘In-
Between’” will take 
place Sept. 30-Oct.3 
at Kyoto Experi-
ment, which runs 
from tomorrow 
through Oct. 22.  
For more informa-
tion, visit kyoto-ex.
jp/en/shows/2023_
chelfitsch.

補正済み

In September, Buddhist dignitaries from 
around the world came to Japan to cel-
ebrate the completion and revival of the 
Nalanda Mahavihara monastery, which 
served as the center of Buddhist learning in 
India centuries ago.

Also referred to as the Supreme Buddhist 
Vihara, about 3,300 people participated 
in the commemorative event, which was 
held on Sept. 13 in Kato, Hyogo Prefecture. 
Her Royal Highness Princess Maha Chakri 
Sirindhorn of Thailand, as well as royalty 
and Buddhist practitioners from around the 
world, were invited to attend. 

According to the World Buddhist 
Supreme Conference Headquarters, which 
organized the ceremony, the original 
Nalanda Mahavihara was established in 
northern India in the fifth century and once 
hosted as many as 10,000 learned monks 
before falling into ruin. The re-establishment  
and reinvigoration of this venerated place 
of learning had long been aspired to. Against 
this backdrop, the decision was made at 
the Fourth Buddhist Summit in Thailand in 
2005 to reconstruct the Nalanda Mahavi-
hara on a vast tract of land next to the Royal 
Grand Hall of Buddhism, the Nenbutsushu 
Sampozan Muryojuji Head Temple, in a 
mountainous area of Kato blessed with 
abundant greenery and clean air.

It is said that Buddha predicted the expan-
sion of Buddhism would head east, and the 
re-establishment of the Nalanda Mahavihara 
in the place often referred to as the eastern 
end of the world can be recognized as the 
realization of Buddha’s prediction.

Construction of the magnificent 
27,638-square-meter monastery began in 
2010 and was finished in about 10 years. Just 
after its completion, however, the opening 
ceremony was postponed by the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Before the ribbon-cuttting ceremony, 
Thailand’s Sirindhorn attended the unveil-
ing of a monument built to commemorate 
the new Nalanda Mahavihara in front of 
16 Corinthian monolith pillars standing 
some 18 meters high. Among the dozens of 
other guests and dignitaries present were 
Her Royal Highness Princess Ashi Dechan 
Wangmo Wangchuck of Bhutan, Her Royal 
Highness Princess Norodom Marie and Her 
Royal Highness Princess Norodom Rattana 
Devi of Cambodia. 

Sirindhorn stated in her written declara-

tions for the opening of the Eighth Buddhist 
Summit and the Nalanda Mahavihara that 
the re-establishment of the monastery has 
been “the cherished dream for all Buddhists 
in the world for 800 years.”

 “It is a great happiness to see the comple-
tion of such a magnificent institution of Bud-
dhist learning,” she wrote. 

The massive and sophisticated monastery 
makes ample use of stone in pillars, floors 
and bridges, as well as numerous elaborate 
sculptures placed both indoors and on the 
grounds of the compound to tell the stories 
behind Buddhist teachings. Buildings hous-
ing the various facilities, including rooms for 
learning, practicing and sermons, as well as 
an auditorium and a library with a rich col-
lection of books about all kinds of Buddhist 
sects, are lined up on the east and west sides 
with a spacious courtyard in between. 

As Sirindhorn wrote in her opening dec-
laration, “This sanctuary of learning in Bud-
dhist Studies, Nalanda Mahavihara in Japan, 
has been reconstructed to revive the glory 
of the past Nalanda Mahavihara,” and the 

monastery plans to accept learned monks 
from around the world to contribute to the 
development of Buddhism and the dissemi-
nation of the teachings of Buddha. 

She called Japan “a beautiful and peaceful 
country” and expressed her pleasure to hold 

this year’s Buddhism summit “to make a stir 
in the modern world filled with confronta-
tion and conflicts.” Upon the completion of 
the ceremony, the summit was held from 
Sept. 14 to 15 with the attendance of Bud-
dhist teachers from 51 countries.

Sanctum of Buddhist scholarship rebuilt for the ages in Hyogo

Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn of Thailand 
views the golden interior of the Nalanda 
Mahavihara monastery in Kato, Hyogo 
Prefecture, on Sept. 13.   THE BUDDHIST SUMMIT 
HEADQUARTERS

 Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn of Thailand (center), members of the royal families of Bhutan 
and Cambodia, and officials from the World Buddhist Supreme Conference participate in the 
ribbon-cutting ceremony for the Nalanda Mahavihara monastery on Sept. 13 in Kato, Hyogo 
Prefecture.   THE BUDDHIST SUMMIT HEADQUARTERS
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