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The Play of the Koto and the Shamisen
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Player of the Shakuhachi
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e % The Court Music

AN INVITATION
TO TRADITIONAL MUSIC

F rom Narration

* The Shakuhachi is simple in construction: it
usually has five finger-holes and a very sharp
mouthpiece. From this one can produce an ordi-
nary folk melody without any particular tech-
nique. It is the skill of the musician himself that

produces the delicate nuances of expression.

sicians had made their appearance in Japan.

By the 11th Century, the Shakuhachi musician
was numbered among the other instrumentalists

who were celebrating the glory of Buddha.

In the rhythm of Japanese music, a sense of ele-
vated tension can be felt when the less regulated
beat occurs. Since the Middle Ages, this kind
of rhythm has been explained by the theory of
JO-HA-KYU.

* JO: a quiet passage with gradually increasing

energy in preparation for the coming phrase.

HA: an outburst of energy in various forms.

KYU': the concentration of this energy in a sin-

gle point of expression.

This theory can be applied to much larger units

of time, as seen in the seasonal changes of a Jap-

anese ga rden.

By the 8th Century, the Shakuhachi and its mu-

* Before the Western piano became a popular house-

.

hold item in the 20th Century, the most represent-
ative instrument in Japanese homes was the Koto,
a zither of thirteen strings. In its traditional

forms, the Koto usually accompanies a song.

The Court music of those early years is still pre-
served and performed by the Court musicians of
the Imperial Household today.

In this music, the Koto often plays a solo part
at the conclusion of certain selections, as does
the Biwa.

The Biwa was often used to accompany narratives
in the Middle Ages. Later, however, it was suc-
ceeded by another lute-like stringed instrument,
plucked with a plectrum of similar shape. This
was the Shamisen.

The Shamisen was introduced to Japan as late as
the 16th Century and rapidly became the most

popular stringed instrument.

To the younger generation of today, traditional
music does not exist in a world apart. For them,
“tradition” means not looking back and preserv-
ing the past, but rather looking forward and see-
king in “tradition” the basis for a modern exp-
ression of their lives.

The Ensemble Nipponia has brougt together young
Japanese musicians and composers to create and
perform Japanese music in both traditional and

modern modes.
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