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Short Introduction


	In my studies of the development of Japanese music from the Heian Period to the present, I observed a rich and complex evolution influenced by cultural, political, and technological changes in the region, a finding that others have likely noted as well. I also see a notable difference compared to Western developments: the evolution of Japanese music appears to be much more extensive. I hope you find the development just as fascinating as I do.


	Heian Period (794-1185)


	During the Heian period (794-1185), Japanese music was profoundly influenced by the cultural and political milieu of the time, characterized by the flourishing of courtly arts and the importation of musical forms from China and Korea. The primary musical form of this period was Gagaku, which can be divided into two main categories: instrumental music and vocal music. Here are the key aspects of Japanese music in the Heian period:


	Gagaku (雅楽)


	Gagaku, meaning “elegant music,” is the oldest surviving form of orchestral music in Japan and was performed at the imperial court and at religious ceremonies. Gagaku itself is divided into two main types: Kangen (instrumental music) and Bugaku (dance music).


	Kangen (管弦)


	

		
Instrumental Music: Kangen was purely instrumental and performed as background music or as a standalone performance. It included a variety of instruments such as:


		
Wind Instruments: Shō (mouth organ), hichiriki (double-reed instrument), and ryuteki (transverse flute).


		
String Instruments: Biwa (lute) and koto (zither).


		
Percussion Instruments: Kakko (small drum), taiko (large drum), and shōko (small gong).





	Bugaku (舞楽)


	

		
Dance Music: Bugaku included choreographed dances accompanied by the gagaku orchestra. The dances often depicted stories or represented various deities and mythical creatures. There are two main types of bugaku:


		
Saho-no-mai: Dances from the left, often of Chinese origin.


		
Uho-no-mai: Dances from the right, often of Korean or Manchurian origin.





	Vocal Music


	

		
Shōmyō (声明): Buddhist chanting performed by monks, which played a significant role in religious ceremonies. Shōmyō involved intricate vocal techniques and was performed without instrumental accompaniment.


		
Saibara (催馬楽) and Rōei (朗詠): These were vocal forms with instrumental accompaniment that were performed at court. Saibara were folk songs adapted for court use, while Rōei were Chinese poems set to music.





	Key Characteristics


	

		
Formal and Structured: Gagaku music was highly formalized, with strict rules governing its performance. The music was often slow and meditative, reflecting the aesthetic preferences of the court.


		
Symbolic and Ceremonial: Music played a crucial role in court ceremonies, rituals, and religious observances. It was seen as a means to connect with the divine and uphold the social order.


		
Imported Influences: Gagaku was heavily influenced by the music of China and Korea, reflecting the cultural exchanges of the time. The Japanese adapted these foreign elements to create a distinct style that became a symbol of imperial power and sophistication.





	Preservation and Transmission


	

		
Imperial Court: The imperial court was the center of musical activity, where musicians were trained and performances were held. The court maintained a detailed record of musical works and performances.


		
Shinto Shrines and Buddhist Temples: Music was also an integral part of religious practices, and temples and shrines played a role in preserving musical traditions.





	Overall, the Heian period was a time of significant development and refinement in Japanese music, laying the foundation for many musical traditions that would continue to evolve in subsequent periods.


	Kamakura Period (1185-1333)


	The Kamakura period (1185-1333) was a time of significant political and social change in Japan, marked by the establishment of the Kamakura shogunate and the rise of the samurai class. This period also saw important developments in Japanese music, with a continued influence of earlier traditions and the emergence of new forms and practices. Here are the key aspects of Japanese music during the Kamakura period:


	Buddhist Chanting (Shōmyō)


	

		
Shōmyō (声明): Buddhist chanting remained highly significant during the Kamakura period. The spread of new Buddhist sects, such as Pure Land Buddhism (Jōdo-shū) and Zen Buddhism, led to a diversification in the styles and practices of shōmyō. These chants were performed during religious ceremonies and were an integral part of temple life.





	Gagaku and Bugaku


	

		
Gagaku (雅楽): Although Gagaku, the classical court music, began to decline in prominence as the political power shifted from the imperial court in Kyoto to the military government in Kamakura, it still played a role in court ceremonies and religious festivals.


		
Bugaku (舞楽): The dance component of Gagaku, performed at court and shrines, continued to be practiced, though its prevalence decreased with the decline of courtly culture.





	Noh Theater


	

		
Noh (能): The foundations of Noh theater were laid during the Kamakura period. Although it reached its full development in the subsequent Muromachi period, the early forms of Noh, influenced by earlier performing arts such as Dengaku (田楽) and Sarugaku (猿楽), began to take shape. Noh combined elements of dance, drama, and music, featuring the use of flutes and drums to accompany performances.
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