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25th Tokyo Japanese Music Festival

March 11, 1995 12 noon and 4 pm

Asahi Seimei Hall
Shinjuku, Tokyo

INTRODUCTION

Any discussion of Japanese music of the Edo period cannot get very
far without mention of the shamisen, a three-string Iute with skin
heads.

This concert is a reflection of that reality. While other genres (koto
and shakuhachi music) are given token acknowledgement, the
majority of the program is devoted to shamisen music.

The shamisen was introduced to Japan via the Rydkyd Is (Okinawa)
in the middle of the 16th century. In a very short time, it became the
most popular instrument in Japan, vtilized widely in both classical and
folk genres, provide instrumental accompaniment to the vocal music
which comprises over three fourths of japanese musw Furthermore
Gidayd was directly involved in the establishment of Bunraku; the
classical puppet theater, and Nagama became me muexcal memetays
of the Kabuki theater.

As for the vocal music these various shamisens accem'pany its most
notable characteristic is the magnification of individual variation
within the standard format of voice with shamisen aceompamment
The evolution of these different musical genres can be historically
traced, showing how each of them developed around paruauler
individual musicians, whose talent and popuiamy led 1o the
establishment of a genre that bears their name. )

As this music is orally transmitted, it continues to change with _
differences in taste and style bet\veen mdmduai musmmns within
each of these genres contributing to this ornigoing evolution. This is
intetesting and exiting for the musmans and aficionados of the music,
but these often small differences are easily lost on the general
audience, both Japanese and otherwise. Added to this is the fact that
the lyrics are have an extensive literary and historical background,
and are deeply embedded in the music itself, making the story lines
difficult to follow at a first listening.



For this reason, these notés atre intended to point out the more
obvious differences between the various genres represenied $o that
you can enjoy the performers’ respective musical and artistic merits,
as opposed to studying the performances as literary ot musmologlcal
acholars,

As some of the pieces are quite long, breaks in the lobby between
stages might make for a more relaxed afternoon. Please ehjoy!

There will be a special performance of the Nagauta piece, Goro, at
3:30, between the first and second shows. This will feature non-
Japanese musicians playing the shamisen and tsuzumi (Japanese
drums).

Program One (Stars at 12 noon)

1. Matsu no Kotobuki (Yamada style koto)

% The koto developed as an instrument of blind performer composers

“ in an interesting example of aggressive social welfat'e in the Edo era.

This piece was composed as a sixtieth birthday celebration, and its

fyrics sing of the everlasting green of the pine, a symboi of health and

longevity in Japan. '
The tsuzumi (hand drum) adds energy 10 this performance

2. Kanda-matsuri (Kiyomoto)

Kiyomoto, like Giday(, is one of the narrative shamisen styles but
lies at the other end of the historical line, being one of the newest
genres. It uses a medium sized shamisen with a softer bachi (hand-
held plectrum) to produce a smoother sound. Its vocal music is
characterized by [luid delivery. K1yomoto was performed outside of
the theater aiso, 1o be enjoyed on a purely musical level, and was
popular for its incorporation of popular songs into its composnmns

The lyrics are about the Kanda-matsuri, one of the biggest festivals -
in Edo. :



3. Sakura Sogord (Shin-nai)

Shin-nai is another of the narrative styles that shows a combmauon
of the drama of Giday(, the smooth delivery of Tokiwazu, and the
relinement of {tchd. The intense vocal delivery of this style got the
public so stirred up that performances of this and other works — tales
of double love suicides, for example — came to be prohibited by the
government as members of the audience started to live out these tales
in real life (or death, as it were).

The lyrics are about Sdgord, a revolutionary hounded by the
government, who makes his way through the snow to bid a last
tearful farewell 1o his child.

4. Kantan (Kato-bushi)

The Katé-bushi shamisen style enjoyed great popularity among the
high society of the late Tokugawa period. While it ie included in
- "narrative” category of shamisen music, it uses a small shamisen,
similar to that of Nagauta and is characterlzed by a very lyncai
delivery.

The story is about Kantan who in a short nap before dmner makes
great voyages over many years only to awaken to find that it-was all
a dream. : :

5. Sugawara-denju Taenarai-kagami (Gidavyi)

GidayQ0 is one of the earliest narrative shamisen styles, and this
narrative aspect serves it well in its exclusive role providing the
music and story plot (and actors’ linest} for the Bunraku puppet
theater. The design of the instrument, with its overall large and
heavy consiruction, and a dynamic performance technique that
matches the efforts of the tayd, or narrator reflect its theater
connections.

6. Masakado (Tokiwazu)

Tokiwazu, like Giday9, is one of the narrative shamisen styles, but
it uses a medium sized shamisent with a softer bachi (hand-held
plectrum) to produce a smoother sound. This music was performed
outside of the theater also, Lo be enjoyed on a purely musical level.



7. Kanjin-chd (Nagauta) o

Nagauta, the music of the Kabuki theater, is iyncai as opposed to
narrative.” Whereas Giday{ had to provide both the music and the
dramatic lines for Bunraku, Nagauta's role is more like that of movie
soundtracks. Its lyrical orientation can be seen in extended
instrumental interludes and highly melodic vocal lines. Today's
performance is presented complete with hayashi (drum and flute
ensemble) accompaniment.

3:30 PM 3pecial Perrormance

Goro (Nagauta)

This performance fealures foreign and ]apanese artists in an
international delivery of this popular Nagauta piece, replete with
hayashi (drum and flute) accompaniment.

English language program notes by David Wheeler.

Interested in learning more about Japanese music?: ‘If 'yoﬁ
have any questions, give me a call at 03-5706-2245. David
Wheeler - o



