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How would be a danced poetry about the death and the darkness?  

 

A very peculiar theatre-dance form was born after the World War II, in a shattered Japan. Tatsumi Hijikata, a dancer who did not fit nether in classical or modern 

dance, crafted the origins of a new style, helped by Kazuo Ohno. Those artists created a dance style called Butoh, which is known as “dance of darkness”. 

In the beginning, the style was centred in a grotesque imagery, taboo topics and extreme or absurd environments, been easily recognizable for the performers 

in white body makeup and slow hyper-controlled motion. However, with many artist developing their own style, Butoh has broaden since them. 

The main research of Butoh in Ireland is Ambra Bergamasco. Italian born, she moved to Dublin in 2000 and since them has developed many projects to spread 

this dance and theatre style around the country. Ambra weekly teaches Butoh classes at DanceHouse and periodically presents the Butoh Cafe, a mix of 

performance and workshop. She is also the director and curator of Moving Bodies Festival - Butoh and Live art which runs annually in Ireland, Scotland and 

Italy; bringing acclaimed and new generation Butoh artists together.   



But even before Butoh become part of her life, she 

always had a connection with theatre. Her parents, 

Ulla Alasjarvi and Beppe Bergamasco, are actors 

and run the Espace Theatre in Torino, Italy. During 

the 70s, they were immersed in the revolution that 

happened in the theatre scene. Ulla worked with 

some of the most important theatre directors: Jerzy 

Grotowski and Eugenio Barba. These directors 

revolutionized the world understanding of the actor 

practitioner and the modern language of theatre. 

Beppe studied at the HI-Tech - Sorbonne Paris and 

was part of the ZOO art movement with 

Michelangelo Pistoletto and Guido Scategni.  

 “My parents were with all those people who 

changed the cultural understanding of theatre. They 

were part of the Cultural Revolution that started in 

the 60s and spread through 70s and 80s,” says 

Ambra. 

She remembers that they were always very political, 

but never belong to any political party. They 

believed, and still believe – emphasizes her – that 

art and culture belong to art and culture, but they always have done political art. 

Ambra grow up in this effervescent scenario, surrounded by artists, actors and circus people. The understanding of mix training started really earlier: “I grow 

up doing gymnastics and acrobatics. I started to dance when I was 4. I do Yoga exercises since I was 9, when I had to pretend to be dead in a scene”.  

Her work with professional theatre started first with poetic mime. She also initially followed her mother steps working with the Eugenio Barba’s style, but soon 

shifted to work with artists from Peter Brook’s company, such as Mamadou Diume and Mallika Sarabhai, which were the first actors of the famous play 

Mahabharata. 

After remembering about Mallika, Ambra excitedly started to say that they will work again next year. “When I went to India, between 2003 and 2004, when 

we create this collaborative choreography called ‘Colours of The Hearts’, that is an international based women dance-theatre piece. The focus of the project is 

to talk about violence against women and misogyny in India”. 



Mallika and Ambra will present the piece again, in conjunct with Samia Malik, from 

Britain, Jeannine Osayande, an African style dancer and performers from Mallika’s 

company. The choreography has elements of classical Indian dance, Butoh and African 

dance mixed. In addition to the tour, they will present to students in 2nd and 3rd level 

education, to discuss about women problems in India. 

But how did she start with Butoh? She laughs and sounds like it was by accident. “It 

was 1996 when I went back home from London. At that time everybody was 

researching different approaches to the actor techniques. People were training circus, 

capoeira and many different stuffs. But I was trembling to find a direction. Then a 

friend, who had just started a theatre group, said to me ‘I think you are a Butoh dancer’ 

and I didn’t have idea what he was talking about”. 

Ambra went then to Anna Vullo, who became her first teacher. Anna had just returned 

from Japan and trained with Yoshito Ohno. “It was completely opposite from 

everything that I had training, but it mirrored my internal being, my internal poetics. I 

felt at home seeing how the movements could shapeshift your body and make 

everything possible”. 

“I have been doing it for nearly 20 years now. It’s just now that I think that I’m dancing,” 

says Ambra with the modesty of someone who really admires and deeply research her 

subject.  

This deeply knowledge displays when she talks about her dance. After all, Butoh is an 

easily recognisable kind of dance, but it is also complicate to define and explain. When 

asked what is Butoh, Ambra promptly answers: “It’s dance in poetry”. She continues 

explaining that “is the possibility of your sensibility and imagination to come out of your 

body as movement, in a very structured way”.  

She also adds that Butoh requires lots of training in order to bring the emotions from 

inside to outside, letting go the rationality in order to not allow to become a simplistic 

mimic. “If I want to dance a rose blooming, I let the process of what it means, to come 

out from me, without miming”. 

“Is the capacity from stillness to become movement and follow the relation that you 

have with nature. Butoh is the dance of the soul. I find it very vast to understand.” 



Butoh became integral part of Ambra’s life. 

When she moved to Dublin, she started to 

spread the style towards the Festival and the 

Butoh Cafe. She also founded an open-platform 

group to experiment and research the style, 

called Choko-Butoh.  

The name of the group was a suggestion from 

Minako Seki (German-Japanese dancer, one of 

the pioneers of Butoh in Europe), when she 

came to the Butoh Festival. The dancers were 

talking about ancestors, lineage and family, 

when Ambra remembered about her grand-

grandmother, who was from an aristocratic 

background and feel in love with a chocolate 

maker. Chocolate is where the name Choko-

Butoh came from: “You bring back a piece of 

history that is unknown. You begin from your 

own experience and them start to layering new 

ones”. 

The company recently presented in the streets 

the performance Unbound in conjunct with 

ARN – Anti Racism Network and Guerrilha 

Aerial, after been award by Create Ireland with the Create-Artist in the Community Award. The performance was an artistic analyse of the racism and the Syrian 

refugees in a symbolic way.  

The next project will be a new edition of Butoh Cafe, happening on the 5th of December. A Tale of Life: Grandma’s Whispers will be presented in the Mart 

Gallery. In this occasion Ambra will be launching her new project call International Ageing: where is my home?  

“This Butoh Cafe is dedicated to the older generation. I’m trying to understand how foreign people are ageing here in Ireland. Also, I want to promote activities 

for the old generation. Butoh is especially good for this because englobes storytelling, poetics and micro movements. It is a very open technique.” 

Butoh is not only an open style, but also opens new perspectives of where dance-theatre can reach not only globally, but particularly here in Ireland. I can’t 

wait to see the next Cafe. 



 


