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Osaka Expo provides opportunity for Japan
to showcase its vision of an inclusive society

BiG-i center highlights inclusive approaches in the arts and Japan'’s barrier-free infrastructure

Dancers perform “Breakthrough Journey” in Tokyo in October 2022. RYOHEI TOMITA
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Professional dancers give lessons to participants at a dance camp in Osaka in August 2024. 500G

Manami Tominaga
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

estled in Sakai, Osaka Prefecture, close
to Izumigaoka Station, the BiG-i

International Communication Center for :
¢ from running local art schools to organizing

Persons with Disabilities was founded by the
government in 2001 to commemorate the United

: standard. For travelers with disabilities visiting

¢ the country for the first time, this well-developed
¢ infrastructure can offer a reassuring level of
accessibility. Designed for easy access for every-
¢ body, BiG-i exemplifies Japan’s commitment to

¢ inclusivity.

BiG-i’s activities span a wide spectrum —

exhibitions and stage

Nations’ Decade of Disabled Persons. Its mis- IO ne Of performances in Japan
sion is to help people with disabilities experience : and abroad. The cen-
and create art by participating in international : th e Iead pe = ter’s artistic endeavors
tc)ultu;al ed)%change; anlc)l sharing t.heirbwoglf vdvith a formers has encomgas§ dalnce, thIe-
road audience, thereby supporting both inde- : ater and visual arts. In
pendence and social inclusion. _bee n _att_end- addition to sending art-
The center, which uses barrier-free facilities N g B | G—I ists and staff overseas,
throughout, is spacious and welcoming and fea- ! since she BiG-i hosts interna-

tures training rooms, lounges, a restaurant, lodg-
ing facilities and a multipurpose hall that can fit
1,500 people (or 1,000 with wheelchairs). The 35
guest rooms, which include Japanese- and

. was 9. She’s
: 23 now, and

tional performing arts
groups in Japan, creat-
ing spaces for creative
exchange and mutual

Western-style rooms, as well as rooms combin- h eri nyo |Ve' understanding.
ing the two, are safe and well-equipped to pro- i Mment In the
vide guests, their families and caregivers with i arts has ‘Breakthrough
comfort and peace of mind during their stay. : hel pe d her Journey’

: At the Osaka Expo,
Barrier-free infrastructure . believe in BiG-i will present a
“This place is for everyone, not just for those her own large dance perfor-
with disabilities,” said BiG-i Deputy Director : . mance and an art exhi-
Kyoko Suzuki. “A visitor from overseas once : pOte ntial. bition, two major events

told me, ‘I feel completely accepted here. There
are no barriers.” That meant a lot to me.” Suzuki
has been involved with BiG-i since its inception,
overseeing various projects and now leading its
planning and production efforts.

Japan’s barrier-free infrastructure — particu-
larly in public transportation and facilities such
as elevators at train stations and multipurpose
restrooms — has reached a remarkably high

that encapsulate its
long-standing efforts to

promote inclusivity in the arts. The events are

: part of Japan Cultural Expo 2.0, a government
© initiative led by the Japan Arts Council and the
Agency for Cultural Affairs.

The dance performance, “Breakthrough

Journey,” tells a 100-minute story about a deaf
Continued on page B3 ->
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girl and a boy who explore various cultures and
embark on a journey of discovery. The produc-
tion features dancers from seven prefectures —
Aomori, Tokyo, Osaka, Kochi, Shimane,
Hiroshima and Okinawa — as well as Hong
Kong, Singapore, Taiwan and Malaysia. This
diverse cast was assembled through extensive
auditions held across Japan and internationally,
with each region bringing its unique cultural ele-
ments to the stage.

“What we’re trying to do is challenge rigid
preconceptions about performance,” Suzuki
explained. “We want to transform the mindset
that says things must be a certain way. Our stage
brings together performers with and without dis-
abilities from diverse backgrounds. We aim to
create a performance where the audience can
engage with the work itself, without being influ-
enced by the performers’ backgrounds.”

“I hope that audiences experience that
moment of awareness — seeing how these dif-
ferent elements create something uniquely pow-
erful when combined. We want to create a per-
formance where backgrounds fade away and
audiences simply connect with the art,” she said.
“If we can achieve this harmony on stage, it
demonstrates what’s possible in society.”

“One of the lead performers has been attend-
ing BiG-i since she was 9,” Suzuki said. “She’s
23 now, and through her involvement in the arts,
she’s come to believe in her own potential.”

‘Spread Our Common Sense’

The exhibition, “BiG-i Art Project: Spread Our
Common Sense,” is being held at Gallery West
and features two distinct yet complementary sec-
tions.

The first section, the open-call exhibition,
showcases 80 works selected from over 1,400
submitted by artists with disabilities from Japan
and abroad. The selected works were judged
solely on their artistic merit by a panel of six
experts.

But what of the works that weren’t chosen for
the open-call exhibition?

“This question prompted a second approach
— an exhibition featuring approximately 80
pieces selected from welfare facilities in eight
regions across Japan,” Suzuki said.

Titled “about me special,” the second section
focuses on the backgrounds and life stories of
artists with disabilities, including the circum-
stances in which they create and the people who
support them. Suzuki visited the welfare facili-
ties where these artists live and work, engaged

a curator, selected works that reflect both the
artistic value and the depth of the stories woven
into each piece.

. accessibility
in theaters,
- galleries and

. them.

Participants rehearse for their “Breakthrough Journey” dance performance in Tokyo in 2022, building a strong sense of camaraderie. RYOHEI TOMITA

“This exhibition openly shows that these are

i works by people with disabilities, shaped by
their daily lives and collaboration with support

i staff,” Suzuki explained. “At times, it is

i extremely honest. We sometimes include things
that might seem too personal, but we always

i ensure we respect the artists’ dignity and rights.”

i Differences as a catalyst for change

¢ Participation in the arts by people with disabili-
: ties often depends on the presence of those who
support them. Recognizing this vital relationship,
: the “about me special” exhibition pays tribute to
those supporters — including staffers at welfare

facilities — who

] accompany the artists

: Com pa red on their daily life and
to when | creative journeys.
first became “What I hope inter-
: involve d national audiences will
: . - . understand is that in

i with BiG-i 25 Japan, much of (this)
years a g o, art develops within the

support environments
of welfare facilities,”
Suzuki said. “I don’t
think welfare and cul-
ture are all that differ-

other cul- ent. Of course, the sup-
: tural institu- Port setting isn’t

. always harmonious.

. tions has Whether in daily life
Sim proved or the creative process,
t d I 7 we’re all human —
steadily. there are disagree-

ments, and people
clash. But through

i those honest conversations, truly amazing
i works of art are born.”

People clash because their ideas and values

i differ. Those differences can lead to division or
conflict, but when they are acknowledged and

i allowed to coexist, something extraordinary can
: emerge.

“The staff members aren’t just putting in hard

: work or struggling to support these artists,”

i Suzuki noted. “They’re enjoying their relation-
ships with the artists, sometimes getting frus-

¢ trated with them — it’s a genuine human rela-

i tionship. This isn’t about disability; it’s about
human interactions continuing in everyday life.”

i Challenge, hope and perception
Building on these relationships, the two exhibi-

i tions highlight two essential elements: the power
i of artworks by persons with disabilities, and the
with them and their supporters and, together with

supportive people and environments behind

While legislation such as the 2018 Act on the

¢ Promotion of Cultural and Artistic Activities by

i Persons with Disabilities have improved access
¢ to the arts, concerns about how artwork is per-
¢ ceived remain.

“Talented dancers have been asked, ‘How can

¢ you dance if you can’t hear?” It’s exhausting,”

{ Suzuki said. “Art is art. Without knowing the art-
i ists’ backgrounds, few would guess any disabil-
¢ ity exists. They would simply appreciate the

i work as art.”

Nevertheless, Suzuki sees value in promoting

disability in the arts. By formal promotion

through laws and systems, society has been able

i to build stronger support structures and make
: individual and organizational responsibility more :
¢ visible.

“Compared to when I first became involved

i with BiG-i nearly 25 years ago, accessibility in
 theaters, galleries and other cultural institutions

: has improved steadily,” she said. “There’s still a
i long way to go, but I feel that the environment is
gradually becoming more accommodating of

i people with disabilities, allowing them to more
actively participate in and enjoy the arts.”

i Changing society together

i “The central theme of the art programs we’re
presenting at the expo is the beauty of things :
i mixing together,” she said. “We want to share the :
i message — both within Japan and globally — :
¢ that an inclusive society can be vibrant and

: inspiring. It’s about saying, ‘Let’s create that

¢ kind of world together. Wouldn’t you want to

¢ live in a society like that?” :
Importantly, this mixing isn’t about erasing dif-

: ferences, but about embracing them as they are.

Art, in Suzuki’s view, can do precisely that. It

connects people across boundaries of language,
¢ culture and ability. It affirms that differences
don’t have to divide — they can enrich.

“It would be ideal if ‘disability art’ eventually

: disappears because inclusivity becomes second
¢ nature,” she said.

In such a future, differences won’t be

regarded as something extraordinary, they will

i simply exist. And society will be a little easier to
live in, not only for people with disabilities, but

: for everyone.

That, Suzuki believes, is the truest form of

accessibility.

Kyoko Suzuki, BiG-i deputy director
Suzuki transitioned from banking and founded
a performing arts production company that
has been involved with the BiG-i center since
its inception. She focuses on creating arts
opportunities and accessibility for people with

disabilities. TAKAO OHTA

The “Spread Our Common Sense” art project was held at the Osaka Expo. BIG|

BiG-i International Communication Center for Persons with Disabilities

Address: 1-8-1 Chayamadai, Minami Ward, Sakai, Osaka Pref.
Access: About 3-min. walk from lzumigaoka Station on Nankai °
Semboku Line or 40-min. drive from Kansai International Airport o

URL: https://www.big-i.jp/contents/en/

Accommodations:

User-friendly facility with universal design
Spacious room for wheelchairs; floor with no steps
e Safety measures for dealing with emergencies

e All doors are sliding doors

e Sling lift for ease of mobility -

e TVs equipped to show emergency warnings
* Free internet access
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INFORMATION

DISCOVER JAPAN’S SPIRIT

AT THE OSAKA EXPOSITION

of Ishikawa’s over-a-millennium-old festivals, and

that spirits inhabit every element of nature, finding :
© artists with diverse physical abilities transcend

boundaries and create powerful new expressions.

Since ancient times, the Japanese have believed

life in all phenomena and treating it with rever-
ence. This distinctive sensibility lives on in mod-
ern Japanese artistic expression, ranging from tra-
ditional crafts and paintings to theater, contempo-
rary anime and even digital art.

At the Osaka Expo, you can immerse yourself
in a vibrant showcase of extraordinary cultural
expression that illuminates the soul of Japan’s art-
istry. Thrill to the mesmerizing precision of noh
theater’s 700-year legacy, the intricate artistry of
bunraku, the puppet theater that first captivated
Osaka three centuries ago, the electrifying energy

contemporary performances and artworks where

These transformative experiences reveal the

i profound depths of Japan’s cultural heritage while
: offering a vision of a future where diversity flour-
: ishes and inclusive communities thrive.

Join us at the expo for an unparalleled opportu-

nity to participate in events that represent the

¢ dynamic intersection of time-honored tradition

: and breathtaking innovation that defines Japan’s
¢ cultural landscape. Discover the soul of Japan —
i where past and future unite in harmony.

Ishikawa Festival: ‘Timeless
traditions and the Sounds of
Noto’s Recovery’

This event showcases Ishikawa Prefecture’s finest
traditional festivals and cultural performances at
the expo, bringing together celebrations held
across the Noto region during summer and
autumn. Visitors can enjoy iconic festivities in
one location, featuring dynamic exhibitions and
hands-on activities including taiko (Japanese

drumming) and lion dance. The historic Okuma Kabuto Festival, also known as the Wakubata Festival,
is an Important Intangible Folk Cultural Property with over 1,000 years of history that presents impres-
sive processions with crimson flagpoles towering above 20 meters, honoring peace and harvests.

Date and time: Aug. 27 (Wed.), 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.
Venue: Future Life Zone, Expo Arena “Matsuri”

Capacity: 10,000

Services: Wheelchair/stroller access; kids and assistance dogs welcome.

The World of Nohgaku,
Connecting to the future

An art with a 700-year history, noh harmoni-
ously combines dance, music and theater.
Directed by the prestigious noh actor Mansai
Nomura, this performance centers on oni
(demons) — beings through which noh explores
human psychology. Backed by lighting and pro-
jection mapping, the oni performers captivate
the audience, creating an immersive experience
that evokes both fear and curiosity. Celebrating

THE NOHGAKU PERFORMERS’ ASSOCIATION

Japan’s four seasons, this innovative interpretation features film and animation collaborations, pre-
senting noh from a contemporary perspective while honoring tradition.

Date and times: July 13 (Sun.): 1) 2:30 p.m. (1 p.m. open), 2) 6:30 p.m.

(5 p.m. open)

July 14 (Mon.): 1) 3:30 p.m. (2:30 p.m. open), 2) 7 p.m. (6 p.m. open)
Each performance will run for about 45 to 60 minutes.
Venue: East Gate Zone, Expo Hall “Shining Hat”

Capacity: 1,800

Dance Drama
‘Breakthrough Journey’

At this event, Japanese and international dancers
from 11 regions blend traditional folk perfor-
mances with diverse cultural elements. Led by a
deaf girl seeking her identity, the unique ensem-
ble includes performers with autism, Down syn-
drome and chondrodysplasia each presenting
their cultural heritage. Around 100 dancers unite
their varied backgrounds into a cohesive narra-
tive that crosses language and ability boundar-

RYOHEI TOMITA

ies. Merging traditional performing arts with contemporary dance, the production beautifully exem-
plifies inclusive coexistence, presenting diversity as tangible, living art.

Date: Oct. 7 (Tue.), 8 (Wed.)

Venue: East Gate Zone, Expo Hall “Shining Hat”
Services: Wheelchair/stroller access, audio guides, simultaneous and
sign-language interpretation, multilingual support and written communi-

cation.

Demonstration and Special
Exhibition: The World of
Bunraku

An elaborate form of Japanese puppet theater
and a UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage,
bunraku originated in Osaka over three centuries
ago. This sophisticated art unites a narrator,
shamisen player and puppeteers in perfect har-
mony. With the expo being held in bunraku’s
birthplace, visitors can experience this cultural
treasure through re-created stages and authentic

NINGYO JORURI BUNRAKU ZA

puppet displays. Multilingual video explanations allow guests to immerse themselves in the world of
bunraku — witnessing firsthand the timeless appeal of this enchanting traditional art form.

PERFORMANCE

Dates and time: Aug. 15 (Fri.), 16 (Sat.), 17 (Sun.) in the afternoon.

Capacity: around 50
Venue: East Gate Zone, Gallery East
Services: Consecutive interpretation

EXHIBITION

Dates and times: Aug. 15 (Fri.), 16 (Sat.), 17 (Sun.), 10 a.m. to 8 p.m.

Capacity: 100
Venue: East Gate Zone, Gallery East

International Festival of
Disabled People’s Arts and
Culture

This festival celebrates “cultural arts universal
tourism,” which aims to integrate artistic expres-
sion with accessible travel to build a barrier-free
society where everyone can encounter art as a
creator and an appreciator. The expo will feature
performances showcasing traditional arts, dance
and music by diverse groups including artists
with and without disabilities alongside profes-

Y A2 P (Y] )
An Iwami Kagura Shinto performance will be the
opening act on Oct. 8.

sionals. In addition, an exhibition of works by disabled creators and members of the acclaimed
Japanese Art Brut will explore what constitutes a society where everyone achieves diverse happiness.

PERFORMANCE

Date and time: Oct. 8 (Wed.) 7 p.m., 9 (Thu.) 5 p.m., 10 (Fri.) 3 p.m.
Venue: East Gate Zone, Expo Hall “Shining Hat”

Capacity: 1,800
EXHIBITION

Date and time: Oct. 9 (Thur.), 10 (Fri.), 11 (Sat.) 11 a.m. to 7 p.m. (closes at 4 p.m. on Oct. 9)

Venue: Future Life Zone, Gallery West
Capacity: 2,000

Services: Wheelchair/stroller access, multilingual support (for performance only), written
communication, audio guides, simultaneous subtitles and sign language interpretation.
Kids and assistance dogs welcome; temporary stroller storage and quiet room available.
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