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JAPANESE MUSIC 
Introduction 
The traditional music of Japan has been much influenced by foreign cultures, initially of China, 
Manchuria and Korea, latterly the West. These styles have blended with indigenous repertories and 
with one another, lending Japanese music a richness and idiosyncratic nature unequalled in Asia. The 
philosophies of Shintō and Buddhism, especially Zen Buddhism, provide the aesthetic bases of the 
Japanese approach to the arts. 

 
Japanese music emphasizes monophonic or non-
harmonic texture. This has produced other 
characteristics: the delicate use of microtones, 
the importance of timbre and the refinement of 
free rhythm.  
 
In Western music an octave consists of 12 pitches. 
Played in succession they are called the chromatic 
scale and seven of these notes are chosen to form 
a normal scale. The 12 pitches of an octave are 
also found in Japanese and Chinese music theory. 
There are also seven notes in a scale but only five 
are considered important. In Western music a 
scale structure can begin at any one of the 12 

notes, but one axiom of Japanese music theory is that scales begin on only five of the 12 pitches. 
 
There is no standardized musical notation for Japanese music. The notation often varies from 
instrument to instrument and school to school, and is usually kept secret. The notation for the 
shakuhachi flute is read top to bottom, right to left. Strings of notes are written in the equivalent of 
Do, Re. Mi.  

 
Dengaku, or kokori, is a style of ritual music performed with sasara odori dance and thought to be 
1,400 years old. Still performed in the Gokayama area of Toyama Prefecture, it is played with an 
instrument called an itasasara, which looks like a giant centipede and is comprised of 108 small 
wooden boards and a pair of handles placed together. The number 108 is sacred in Buddhism. 
Playing the instrument is said to cast away mankind’s 108 earthly desires.  
 
Some forms of traditional Japanese music developed in close association with Kabuki drama, Noh 
theater, odiri dance and other arts. Music from Kabuki drama and Noh theater consists of a solo 
male singing accompanied by flute, drums, and samisen, and is characterized by the predominance 
of vocal over instrumental music.  

 
Japanese Music Notation System 

Classic shakuhachi repertory was an oral tradition. Imprecise scores 
serve as an outline rather than a prescription 
 
 
 
 
Gagaku Music 
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Gagaku is a form of 1,200-year-old Japanese court music that is still played today by a government-
subsidized family ensemble with 20 or so wind, string and percussion instruments. Gagaku means 
"elegant music." Most of the music is monophonic and Westerners generally find it unappealing, stiff 
and too formal. Gagaku has it origins in 2000-year-old music from China and Korea. It flourished 
between the 8th and 12th centuries and then declined until the Meiji period when it was revived as 
music for the Imperial Court. In ancient times, nobles were expected to be accomplished gagaku 
performers and studied singing, dancing and instrument playing. 
 
Gagaku is divided into kangen (instrumental), bugaku (music and dance), kayo (songs and chanted 
poetry) and into festival and recital music. Though it resembles a Western-style orchestra, in that it 
has string, wind and rhythm sections, gagaku music emphasizes the wind section. Every note in 
gagaku is significant. A single tone can present a color, season or even something like an internal 
organ. Spring notes are more cheerful and warm while autumn notes are more sorrowful. 
 
In the old days an orchestra was divided into two sections. The section on the "right" dressed in 
green, blue and yellow and played Korean music. The section of the "left" dressed n red and played 
Chinese, Indian and Japanese music. Modern orchestras usually have 16 players. 
 
History of Gagaku Music  
Gagaku is made up of three bodies of musical pieces: togaku, said to be in the style of the Chinese 
Tang Dynasty (618–907); komagaku, said to have been transmitted from the Korean peninsula; and 
music of native composition associated with rituals of the Shinto religion. Also included in gagaku are 
a small number of regional Japanese folk songs, called saibara, which have been set in an elegant 
court style. [Source: Web-Japan, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan] 

 
“An extensive collection of musical styles was transmitted to Japan from the Asian continent during 
the Nara period (710–794). In the Heian period (794–1185), these were ordered into two divisions, 
togaku and komagaku, and performed at court by nobles and by professional musicians belonging to 
hereditary guilds. With the rise of military rulers in the Kamakura period (1185–1333), gagaku 
performances at court languished but the tradition was preserved in the mansions of the aristocracy 
and by three guilds of musicians situated in Kyoto, Nara, and Osaka. [Ibid] 
  
“Following the Meiji Restoration in 1868, the guild musicians were assembled in the new capital of 
Tokyo. The musicians who serve today in the Imperial Palace Music Department are, for the most 
part, direct descendants of members of the guilds formed in the 8th century. [Ibid] 
  
Japanese Religious Music 
The most prominent type of Japanese religious music is that of Shinto ritual. The earliest extant 
description of Shinto music, or kagura (music of the gods), is preserved in the myth of the sun 
goddess Amaterasu, who, having been offended by her brother, has hidden her light in the Rock-
Cave of Heaven. She is lured out by a dance set to music, performed by the goddess Ama no Uzume 
no Mikoto. The myth echoes the convention that the gods are invoked to witness a performance 
and, by so doing, revitalize the community. [Source: Web-Japan, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan] 
  
Mikagura, or court kagura, is distinguished from sato kagura, or village kagura, which comprises a 
range of local music associated with particular regions or shrines. Village kagura may be heard on the 
occasion of festivals, when musicians accompany their songs on transverse flutes and a variety of 
drums. [Ibid] 
  
Japanese Court Musicians 
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8th century court instruments The Japanese Imperial Family and the Imperial Palace have their own 
gagaku orchestra. Court musicians are officially known as "maintainers of a significant intangible 
cultural asset." They play gagaku music at official lunches, diners and public events. Robert Poole 
wrote in National Geographic the "shrill pipes and silk strings sounded like something made more for 
gods than mortals.” 
 
When performing gagaku musicians sit cross-legged on a raised dais, all wearing identical costumes 
and play highly formalized music, which "blends together with stunning timbres and harmonies." The 
chief court musician said, "It takes about seven years of apprenticeship" to learn the whole 
repertoire by heart. "That is so we can play it in the dark" when some court ceremonies take place.” 
Hideki Togi, a handsome gagaku musician who left his place as a court musician at the Imperial Place 
to put out New Age records, said, "As a member of the Imperial Ensemble he was a civil servant, and 
my hours were set from 9 to 5 and there were a lot of ceremonial occasions."  

 
Gagaku musicians begin studying after graduating from high school. During their rigorous seven year 
apprenticeship they learn to play several ancient instruments, and to sing and dance traditional 
music. They also learn to play Western instruments because foreign dignitaries at the Imperial Palace 
are often entertained with Western classical music 
 
Some gagaku musicians come from families of musicians that trace their ancestry back to the Nara 
period (710-794). Only men are allowed to play in the ensemble. The chief court musician said, 
"I'm afraid that the family tree is dying...My family has been doing this for 500 years, since they 
came from China." He said the tradition couldn't continue because he three daughters and only 
males can carry on the tradition 
 
Musical Instruments: 
String Instruments 
String instruments include among others the Koto, the Biwa, The Shamisen (Hosozao, Chuzao, 
Futozao) 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Wind Instruments 
Wind instruments include among others the Kagurabue, the Komabue, the Ryuteki. Shinobue 
(Bamboo Flute), 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The Nohkan, 

the Shakuhachi, the Hichiriki, the Sho. 
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Percussion Instruments 
Percussion Instruments include among others the Sarugaku Taik, the Okawa, the Kotsuzumi  

 
. 
 
 

 
 
 

REVIEW 
 
Traditional Japanese music genres have long histories but have changed little in hundreds of years.  
In a modern world, it could be perceived as stagnation, but it is in fact the reflection of the Japanese 
value of stability.  Performances are uniform with great decorum.  Music types include court music, 
musical drama, chamber music, and chant.  Traditional Japanese music is performed today in recital 
halls inside great department stores in the Ginza area of Tokyo.  The music is primarily pentatonic 
with auxiliary pitches. 
 
 
1. What is a pentatonic scale?   
2. How would you describe its sound? 
 
3. Explain the following terms: 

 Hogaku  

 Gagaku  

 Noh  

 Kabuki  

 Bunraku  

 Sokyoku  

 Sankyoku  

 Koto  

 Shamisen  

 Shakuhachi  

 Ryuteki  

 Nokhan  

 Fue  

 Hichiriki  

 Sho  
 

Kabuki (theater) 
4. What is the significance of the following: 

 Kabukiza  

 Degatari  
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 Geza  

 Chobo  

 Debayashi  

 Nagauta  

 Kyogenkata  

 O-daiko  
 

Bunraku (puppet plays) 

 Gidayubushi  

 Chikamatsu Monzaemon  
 

Noh (theater) 

 What are the origins of Noh? 

 Who was Zeami Motokiyo?   

 What did he do? 
 
5. Explain the following: 

 Uta  

 Hayashi  

 Taiko  

 Kakegoe  

 Yokyoku  

 Kotobe  

 Fushi  

 Yowagin  

 Tsuyogin  

 Ko-tsuzumi and o-tsuzumi  
 
 
Shinto Music 
6. Define the following terms: 

 Mikagura  

 Kagura  

 Wagon  

 Kagura-bue  

 Shakubyo
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