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SHORT REPORT
“Musicking from a uniquely Japanese perspective”

Adrian Tien PhD
(Department of Chinese Studies,
National University of Singapore)

It is my great pleasure and honour to write a report based on my academic visit to the Research
Centre for the Japanese Traditional Music, Kyoto City University of Arts, as jointly funded by
NUS-JSPS new scientific exchange programme. The visit was for 33 days, from 15 May to 16
June 2008.

The Research Centre for the Japanese Traditional Music was a most generous and hospitable host,
and for being so | must extend a very special thanks to Director, Professor Kubota, and Associate
Professor Fujita for everything that they did for me to make my stay a most enjoyable and fruitful
one. In particular, Professor Fujita had organised, or helped to organise, a large part of my
academic and musical programme there during my stay in Japan, including attendance at lectures
and seminars, Vvisits to theatres, concerts, presentations and exhibitions, and access to libraries and
archives. 1 also paid visits to nearby institutions in the Kansai area as well as Tokyo. | collected
primary and secondary source materials necessary for my research.

Impression of Japan

This had been my very first visit to Japan. There were many things that | had learnt and heard
about Japan. Since | was young prior to my visit, Kyoto as well as Nara have always been on the
top of my priority list if | ever had the opportunity to go to Japan. | certainly wasn’t disappointed
when | finally had the chance to visit Japan this year, and Kyoto and Nara in particular certainly
lived up to the name! | was most impressed by the abundance of ancient cultural sites as well as
the serene and/or majestic atmosphere of the temples, shrines, castles and parks. It is ancient and
traditional Japan that has been the major attraction for me, so | was keen to soak up as much of
the culture and tradition as | could during my stay. In the end, | can’t help but to conclude that
Kyoto is one of those places that one really needs to visit many times in order to really fully
appreciate it in its glory.

Newsletter No.10 June 2009 31



BAGREEARE> 42—

Objectives of the visit

I looked into the following questions during my research visit:

(1) what the meaning of music is to the Japanese and the Chinese;

(2) what function music served/still serves in the daily lives of the Japanese/Chinese people;

(3) what are the similarities and differences between Japanese and Chinese musicking, given
their apparent overlap (at least as per indicated by their shared etymological
representation which is & 4%;

(4) what were the cross-cultural influences between the two musicking traditions; and

(5) what is the tangible evidence for Japanese and Chinese musicking?

Description of activities

Christopher Small (1998: 2) put forward the idea of “musicking” — that music is not a thing but a
social activity, and it is something that people do. With this in mind, | was interested to examine
the above research questions from the perspectives of:
(1) how Japanese people used to make music traditionally (as a social and musical activity)
and what with in ancient times;
(2) how Japanese people still make music traditionally (as a social and musical activity) and
what with in modern times; and
(3) how Japanese people make music contemporaneously (rather than traditionally, as a
social and musical activity) and what with in modern times.

In keeping with these perspectives and research questions, | collected primary and secondary
source materials from, inter alia, written historical accounts and documents in archives and/or
personal collections (such as letter, music manuscripts, diaries, books etc.), sites of historical
significance that have had something to do with musicking (temples, shrines and royal residence
etc.), musical performances (in oral/aural/visual/written forms), musical artefacts and relics
(ancient musical instruments preserved at repositories etc.), as well as interviews and/or
consultations with musicians, musicologists, sociologists etc. who have something to say about
the tradition of Japanese musicking.

Though based in Kyoto, | made brief visits to important places related to the tradition of
musicking in Japan, including Nara, Osaka, Kobe and Tokyo. The more notable activities
included the following:
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(1) Attending lectures by Professor Fujita and by other scholars/musicians/musicologists in
other universities;

(2) Establishing academic connections with Professor Fujita and his colleagues as well as
scholars from other universities including Kansai and Tokyo;

(3) Academic dialogues (including presentations) at Kyoto City University of Arts and other
universities including Kansai and Tokyo; and

(4) Visiting sites of historic, cultural and academic significance (libraries, museums,
archives, palaces, theatres etc.) .

Whether objectives of the research visit were met

This research visit was by all means a successful one, and here 1’d like to go through some
specifics. In response to the first two research questions, it was clear that the meaning of music at
least in its contemporary sense is very different to the Japanese from the Chinese, in spite of
certain cultural, musical and musicological overlaps. There is also a distinction, perhaps
dissociation, of Japanese music in the traditional sense and Japanese music in contemporary sense
i.e. how such music appears in the daily lives of the Japanese people. This distinction/
dissociation is itself an interesting issue for further academic pursuit.

In connection with research question (3), one of the most conspicuous places to look for
similarities and differences between Japanese and Chinese musicking is instrumental music. It is
fascinating how, for instance, the ways in which Japanese biwa and Chinese pipa are played can
be so very different and, significantly, hold distinctive social functions even though they
originated in the same musical instrument.

Research questions (4) and (5) really are inseparable in the sense that Japanese and Chinese
musicking are what they are now due to mutual cross-cultural influences between the two
musicking traditions. Some of the phenomena that attest to this are their respective composed
songs, theatrical performances, musical aesthetics etc.

Given the number of leads that have arisen from this research trip — of which there are many - |
plan to focus my immediate research on the use of silence as a musical device and its meaning in
Japanese music, and the link with the Japanese language that this device may have. This will be
compared with what we have found about silence as a musical device in Chinese music as well as
its links with the Chinese language. The Japanese word of ma [# represents a silence-related
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concept which | plan to probe into further, among other possible lexicon in the Japanese language
related to silence. As a starting point, I' ve just recently written a draft of a chapter to do with
sound and silence, and | plan to incorporate some of the initial findings into this chapter before
the final submission (as a matter of fact, if any of you music scholars has any thoughts or ideas
about the topic of silence in Japanese music and wouldn’t mind sharing these ideas and thoughts
with me, please kindly get in contact with me!)

Future plans

The trip was most rewarding and fruitful to me being my first trip in Japan. | made new
discoveries and established academic connections with Japanese colleagues in a way that | would
never have had if | never visited Japan. | am so fired up now with new ideas, including research
plans in Japan and/or to do with Japan, that | am sure future visits to the country will be in the
cards. Several Japanese scholars have commented on how pleasing it is to see someone like
myself who is fascinated with Japanese music and musicking. | envision future plans with
Japanese scholars for academic exchanges in the way of institutional visits, joint papers,
workshops and conferences on the topic of musicking. There are some of us here at NUS who are
interested in musicking both from a comparative viewpoint, and so having established scholarly
connections with colleagues in Japan means that it will be possible in the future for all of us to
share our expertise and examine the related issues together in a more collective capacity.

Other comments

Academic exchanges are cultural exchanges, too, and | must say how very impressed and deeply
touched by the friendliness and hospitality of the Research Centre and of the Japanese people, in
general — many of who were prepared to go out of their way to make my visit a pleasant and
successful one. | have learned to appreciate the Japanese culture even more, and am now even
more motivated than ever to visit the country again not only for work but also to take in more of
the culture. 1 would also like to brush up on my Japanese again. In short, the fond memories of
the month in Japan shall remain with me for a long, long time. | would definitely love to have the
opportunity to visit colleagues again in the future at the Research Centre.

A big Thank you again, to the Research Centre for the Japanese Traditional Music, Kyoto City
University of Art!
Respectfully submitted,
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