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The Survival of Traditional Japanese Music
in Our Contemporary World
Kiyoko Motegi

[Introduction]
In this session, I will introduce some of
the essential features of traditional

Japanese music and discuss attempts that
have been made to ensure that music's
continued existence in our contemporary
world.

We've heard a didgeridoo played at
this conference. I felt that the richness of
the harmonic structure of this instrument's
sound has something in common with the
characteristics of Japanese music.

Before getting into the main subject of
this presentation, please permit me to
outline the current state of music education
in Japan. The music taught in schools is
almost entirely European classical music, or
music by Japanese composers that
incorporates Western functional harmony.
Conditions for becoming a music teacher in
elementary and middle schools include the
ability to read a five-line staff, play the
piano, and conduct choruses and wind
ensembles.

Until recently, teachers were not
required to have any knowledge of Japanese
music or be able to play any Japanese
instruments. Especially, in  Japanese
National University of Education, very few
professors can provide instruction in
traditional Japanese music performance
practice. Full-time professors in
performance practice are virtually all
Western classical music performers. Very
few Japanese music college graduates have

ever touched a traditional Japanese
instrument or possess any concrete
knowledge of Japanese music.  Despite

this, we know that on the rare occasion
when a teacher in elementary or middle
school does understand Japanese music and
incorporates it in the curriculum, nearly all

of the students show a strong interest. This
leads us to the conclusion that young people
fail to show an interest in Japanese music
because teachers are unable to teach it.

(Well, now I will come to my topics.)

(KT ARDHFASL)

Previous researchers have pointed out
that one of the basic features of Japanese
music is an intense interest in timbral
variety.

I've taken this idea one step further by
linking this interest in timbral variety with
a general cultural preference I call meimei,
which roughly translates as, "to each his
own." Today I'd like to examine Japanese
music from the perspective of meimei, and
introduce some modern pieces that embody
this concept. Because our time is limited, I
will keep my presentation brief. If you
would like a fuller explanation of any of the
points I make, please feel free to ask during
the question and answer period.

2. Video: Opening Section of a Bugaku-Hoe
Performance at the National Theatre

(BB T4 [#58:4)] DVD 07.9.16
75 {5 \0)

The music you just heard was performed
at the National Theatre in Tokyo in
September 2006. It's the first part of a
Buddhist ritual performance called bugaku-
hoe, which incorporates the traditional
genres of gagaku (court music) and Buddhist
chant. The sounds of various percussion
instruments mix with the voices of chanting
priests to create a rich harmony of timbres.
But as you can tell, the "harmony" I refer to
is very different from the harmony of
classical Western music.

In this example, the chants from three
different Buddhist sects are sung together.
Even when all the priests are in the same
sect, they sing the single melody in slightly
different ways, raising and lowering the
pitch at slightly different times to create, if
not tone clusters, at least a heterophonic
texture. Actually, priests from three
different Buddhist sects had never chanted
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together before the 1980s, when Toshiro
Kido, the National Theatre director in
charge of gagaku and Buddhist chant,
decided to experiment. Mr. Kido believed
that the true nature of Japanese music lay in
the combined swell of disparate sounds.
The percussion performance shown at the
beginning is a newly composed piece by the
Japanese composer Yoshihiro Kanno. In
creating this work, Mr. Kanno made use of
various percussion instruments in my
collection and focused on sounds that
underscore the meimei concept.

The percussion instruments used in
pre-modern Japan were all handmade.
Each has its own distinctive timbre and
pitch. They can't be tuned to create a
uniform ensemble sound. But because they
all have a unique and complex harmonic
structure, they create a pleasing, massive
timbre when played together, so that
virtually no pitch seems out of place.
The result is the sound you heard in the first
percussion piece.

(Let's look at another exmple)
(DVDIE, '93.3H AR T D
M= )

This is an example of Buddhist
chant sung by about a thousand priests who
all belong to the same sect. This event was
part of a religious ceremony, but it was also
presented experimentally as a musical
performance. Even though all of the priests
are singing the same melody, each sings it
slightly differently in his own unique voice,
creating a magnificent band of sound.

3. Key Word: Meimei

Now let's take a closer look at that
all-important concept, meimei, which as
I've said can be translated, "to each his
own." The word meimei is widely familiar
to us Japanese and has long been used in our
culture. Industrial designer Akioka Yoshio
has spent his distinguished career
introducing people to the wonderful culture
of Japanese traditional tools. Here's what
he has to say on the subject of chopsticks:
Wakasa is the most famous spot in Japan for

lacquered chopsticks, and one of the
artisans there told me this: "Listen,
professor, we have to make many hundreds
of kinds of chopsticks to make it in this
business. Every Japanese feels like he has to
have a pair that's different from everyone
else's."

Akioka identifies meimei as the
key term that characterizes Japanese
culture. He notes that Japanese family
members typically have their own rice
bowls and chopsticks, which are different
in size and pattern from the others, and
notes that this contrasts sharply with the

uniformity that typifies Western
dinnerware.

It's said that the word meimei
(which literally means ‘"each person

individually") is derived from the word
menmen ("each face"), implying that, just
as everyone has their own unique face, they
have their own unique likes and dislikes,
and their own methods of expression. In this
context the use of plates, cups, and even
spoons and forks of varying sizes and shapes
in daily life seems completely natural and
proper. But in recent years, this natural
preference for diversity has increasingly
been viewed as a deficiency in our
traditional music, and indeed, downright
inconvenient.

Traditional Japanese music has
always placed priority on the unique vocal
timbre and range of each individual
performer, which are prized for their
constant variation. In this spirit, Japanese
musicians never developed a fixed and
standardized notational system for their
art. Through the centuries, individualized
art forms arose with their own styles and
techniques, and new genres were developed.

Compared with classical Western
music, which entered Japan in the late 19th
century, the native music that developed
within the Japanese cultural milieu seemed
to have no clear "result" and struck listeners
who had adopted Western values as
"immature” and "un—modern."

10
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These sentiments were crystallized
in the comments of the American natural
historian Edward Morse, who, in his book
Japan Day by Day, noted:

"From a foreigner's standpoint the nation
seems to be devoid of what we call an ear
for music. Their music seems to be of the
rudest kind.

Certainly there is an absence of harmony."

During staying in Japan, in Day by
Day, Morse recognized the uniqueness of
Japanese music and noted many valuable
observations concerning Japanese musical
culture. Over the next three years, I plan to
visit Boston to conduct research on the Morse
Collection in Boston.

In the piece Enbu, which serves as a
prelude in gagaku performances, the
instruments play a kind of canon, with each
instrument playing in free rhythm. The "to
each his own" approach is especially
evident here.

Listeners who are used to the
precisely matched tones and rhythms of
Western music have a hard time
appreciating the expressiveness of this
piece, and apparently often conclude that
it's merely sloppy playing.

(Here's a video of an Enbu performance)
DVD: MRéf, =i D G5 D A
(ERZAEE D) 1.297
4. Horse Bells: Another Example of Meimei
FZ L iz HEahi5)

I have a set of bells (the kind that
often appear in the ukiyoe, wood cut print,
of Katsushika Hokusai) and some old horse
bells that have the same shape as the first
set. The small, forged-metal bells are in a
cluster of about ten, each with a different
pitch. Also cast-metal bells used in Kabuki
music, are made in different sizes and have
different pitches. I also own cast—metal
bells made in Germany, but in their case
each bell in the cluster has the same timbre
and pitch. This fact seems to support the
contention that the concept of "to each his
own" is firmly embedded in Japan's aural
culture.

Of course, it's possible to argue that
the idea of combining disparate elements
into a single whole applies just as well to
Western orchestras that combine different
types of wind and string instruments. But in
the case of so-called classical music,
instruments of the same type (like the flute
section) make no attempt to play slightly
out of tune with each other, nor do
professional choruses allow hoarse-voiced
baritones in their midst.

The whole premise of creating an
ensemble and mixing different elements in
Western ensembles is very different from
that of shomyo, gagaku, and other
traditional Japanese ensembles. In the end,

it's a matter of taste: in music, the
Japanese  have  historically  favored
disparity, in contrast to the Western

preference for uniformity.

Perhaps because of Japan's adoption
of Western values, however, traditional
Japanese instruments designed to produce
individualized tones and pitches (even
when multiple instruments of the same type
are played together) lost their status as

musical instruments after the Meiji
Restoration, the end of 19 century.
Similarly, singing methods that valued

individual voices were considered primitive
and "pre-harmony," and were somehow no
longer thought of as a means of musical
expression. This state of affairs lasted
roughly until the 1980s,  when certain
types of modern music appeared and the
fields of cultural anthoropology and
ethnomusicology became more generally
recognized. Unfortunately, however, the
Western standard of "do-re-mi" music is
still given precedence in Japanese school
education even now in the 21st century.
Traditional Japanese music is increasingly
being left in the hands of performers who
have been educated on the basis of modern
(Western) values. As a result, their music is
becoming the norm, with less and less
priority given to the charms of subtle
differences in timing and tone. This is a very

11
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serious problem.

I personally believe that the true
appeal of Japanese music resides precisely
in the variation in pitch and timbre that
makes it unique. This is why I feel so
strongly that the current trend must
somehow be reversed, and I have devoted a
great deal of time and thought to the issue.
My way of thinking has been given concrete
form by a young talented English composer
named Phillip Neil Martin. Mr. Martin has
also come to feel that the concept of meimei
is the defining characteristic of Japanese
music. For him as for me, the crowning
achievement of Japanese music is the
combination of different resonances typified
by meimei. For my final selection, I would
like to play for you part of a composition by
Mr. Martin that was premiered in London
last year.

(P.N.Martinffili "Japonica; DfEfi%
CDTHHT)

Of course, it's also true that the "to
each his own" approach that typifies
Japan's traditional auditory culture can
lead to a loud and chaotic sound
environment, which is probably why the
streets and other public places in Japanese
cities are so often filled to overflowing with
annoying,  unnecessary noise.  Foreign
visitors to Japan have no doubt experienced
this, as was portrayed in Sophia Coppola's
movie, Lost in Translation.

I believe that the next step in the
new development of Japanese music lies in
honoring the beauty of individual voices
while imposing some kind of unity upon
them.
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