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Tradition in Question: Exploring Heritage and Exoticism in Japanese Sound Culture

Introduction

“A mirror is being broken and in each shattered piece different faces are
reflected. No longer can you view your image in a single mirror. And a
shattered mirror cannot be resembled.”1

It is difficult to talk about contemporary cultures, their traditions and heritage while living in
the age of post-globalization. Every culture has in one way or the other adopted different
aspects of other cultures, and by slightly transforming them, made them part of their own
heritage. Each culture used to have their unique individual face which could be seen as a
mirror, but by adopting different aspects of other civilizations they broke that mirror which
now reflects different adaptations, so we cannot see the original face of that culture anymore.
Japan is one of the best examples for such a phenomenon, since this country already has ages
worth of history of adopting cultural elements from other Asian countries and the west,
transforming foreign ideas and making them part of their own unique heritage. At the same
time, because of their unique philosophy of life and approach to culture, Japan fell under the
scope of the western exoticism and orientalism. Orientalism could be described as a western
intention to dominate over Asian cultures. Exoticism is a false representation of foreign
culture, the creation of stereotypes and seeing a different civilization as the other. These two
aspects encourage the popularity of Japanese culture and simultaneously the
misrepresentation of their values result in misconceptions and myths created over the years.
This paper will focus specifically on the Japanese music and its identity through musicglobalization. The main aims are to discuss the problems caused by orientalism and
exoticism, to question what is tradition and what criteria it has (considering the possibility
that soon all cultures will merge into one global culture), to emphasize differences of
Japanese and western cultural approach to music and its composition and overview the
Japanese aesthetic categories for art, music and instrument making as well as highlighting the
importance of nature, sound/silence contrast, improvisation and balance between modernity
and primitivism through its relationship to ancestors and noise.
Japanese experimental music is unique not only because of its use of transformed motives
from other cultures, but also because it has an ongoing relationship with ancient and hyper-
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T. Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selective Writings. Tr. Yoshiko and Glenn Glasow. Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995, p. 70.
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modern tradition. Modernity in Japan is very important, with the constant technological
inventions music evolves as well, and it is not just in Pop music - experimental music keeps
up with this process just as well. What is fascinating is that at the same time, Japanese music
and culture in general manage to keep their heritage equally involved in their modern life.
Playing modern music, the same way as it was traditional, using the same approach and
understanding that music is not meant to be appreciated, it is meant to transport one to
another dimension. To overcome our physical limitations and understand that everything is
part of everything else and is constantly interlinked.2 However, the main issue emerges when
the western cultures intend to misrepresent oriental values and link them to physical objects
such outfits or exotic musical instruments rather than looking deeper into their suggested
philosophy and approach to music or art in general.

Chapter 1: Orientalism, Exoticism and Questioning the Tradition of Japanese Music
“They cannot represent themselves, they must be represented. Their
representative must at the same time appear as their master, as an authority
over them, an unlimited governmental power which protects them from the
other classes and sends them rain and sunshine from above. ”– Karl Marx3

Orientalism could be described as a western culture’s intention of dominating and gaining
authority over Asian cultures. One of the main problems is that the west takes up on a role of
representing the Orient on a very superficial level, without even trying to get acquainted with
these cultures, and sometimes even without visiting these countries, or, in the case of visiting,
not understanding the real everyday life and heritage in the Oriental world. Orientalism is
based on a structure of lies or myths which are created by stereotyping.4 It also poses a
question as to why the Orient must be represented by the west in the first place. And is it
necessary for westerners to try to represent a whole world full of different cultures, which
they do not even want to understand.
As an Eastern European myself, I was born and raised in between the East and the West.
Thus, I had an opportunity to live and explore in both eastern and western worlds, and find
G. Sedita, Vincent Moon, Filmmaker and Explorer of the Invisible, 30 November 2016,
https://gabriellesedita.uk/2016/11/30/1091/
3 K. Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, 1852,
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1852/18th-brumaire/ch07.htm
4 E. W. Said, Orientalism, New York: Pantheon, 1978; London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979, p. 6.
2
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out for myself what sort of stereotypes surround both worlds, being able to tell apart the
stereotypes which were being ‘fed’ to me since I was a child. In particular Japan and the
Japanese culture have always had a certain image in my head which was formed by the music
I listened to, films I have seen, books I have read and people I have met. Generally,
Europeans see the Japanese or any other non-western cultures as the exotic other, almost
other-worldly. As if their otherness is so far removed from the European way of
understanding the world that these foreign nations can even be perceived as different species,
unable to represent themselves and therefore needing to be represented in a western, more
comprehensive way.
Japan is a country which is veiled by myths and stereotypes. Tea ceremony, kimonos, Zen
Buddhism, manga, traditional musical instruments, and pop music culture have become very
fashionable in western countries, and all of the stereotypical Japanese things and matters as
we understand them are being represented outside of Japan without ever actually questioning
why, for example, the Japanese have tea ceremonies in the first place, or what the history and
the meaning behind their traditional music is. It is just technically, mechanically repeated in
western art, which makes the matter itself lose meaning.

I had certain expectations before going to study in Japan, how it was going to look, how its
traditional music was going to sound. All of these expectations of mine were debunked after
seeing several traditional music performances in various festivals and events. One of those
events was Soulbeatsasia festival in Toyota city, 2016 May. This festival was very unusual in
a way that it had variety of music genres from so called traditional music to experimental
electronic and punk rock, and it was not divided into seperate groups, everyone was
appreciating them the same way, as it was equally part of their heritage. This experience
raised a question - what is the actual traditional music of Japan? Japanese experimental

3
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music producer Naohito Koike tried to explain this issue of exoticism and define what he
thinks is a real approach of traditional music.

“In general tradition nowadays they do not care about purpose of playing
and about spirituality. They think if they just wear kimono and play the
same instruments same repertoire it will be traditional and the same as it
was ages ago. Originally I think traditional music has a strong emotion
inside and for me it is about a present, not about the past.”5

In this case, what is then traditional and what is not? Is it all about the past and ancient
matter, or is it about the moment? Thus, the problem of the criterial boundaries for what
tradition really is arises. Jean During in his book Quelque chose se passé: Le sens de la
tradition dans l’Orient musical tries to define the criteria for traditional music of the Orient:
1. Tradition as communication process in the specific society; 2. Social and cultural context;
3. Senses and values manifested by music; 4. Performance and listening conditions;
5.Content and forms.6 The problem is that traditional music loses all of its components when
it is transmitted to other countries, and that transmission is caused by globalization. All that
is left from tradition is its aesthetics and ‘otherness’ in comparison to the culture that it was
transmitted to. In this way, all stereotypes about culture can be easily created by an illusion
about cultural elements that have not ever even existed in that country. A great example
would be the film by Rob Marshall - Memoirs of a Geisha (2005) which is a reproduction of
the book by Arthur Golden of the same title (1997). Both projects were very popular in the
West. In this story, the West is pictured as advanced, clean and sophisticated while the Orient
is completely opposite: primitive and underdeveloped. Memoirs of a Geisha reinforces
stereotypes of Japanese culture. It shows the West an engineered version of the Orient and
by supporting different stereotypes for instance that Japanese people are silent, always
wearing kimonos, and only eating exotic food and slurping noodles. It misrepresents the

5

Interview with Naohito Koike by author, August 2016, Tokyo, Japan.
L. Aubert, The Music of The Other: New Challenges for Ethnomusicology in a Global Age,
Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007, p. 19.
6
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Japanese cultural values and alienates their ordinary life. 7 The other problem with current the
definition of traditional music or traditional music in general and its exoticism is that it is
always associated with the past and ancient people’s lives, when it is actually about the
present and about the moment.

“Traditional music is not in any case the picture of any original purity, or
that of an intact musical past; alive, and therefore subject to change like any
organism, it always expresses the present, showing the confluences and
stages that have marked its course of production.”8

“How does music interact with non-musical elements in works that evoke exotic? And how
much must the resulting music itself indicate the musical sounds of culture in question?”9
Japanese composer Toshiro Mayuzumi in his piece Bunraku (1960) for solo cello player
managed to create a feeling of traditional Japanese music but without using any of the
traditional music instruments. He managed to create this with the usage of Japanese
philosophy of sound and silence as equal and giving attention to the individual sound quality
rather a perfect technique of playing. Mayuzumi in this piece combined not just the tradition
and the modernity of that time, but also the West and the East as an example of
transnationalism. Differently from the western understanding of the eastern cultures, which
when creating the situation are using zero dimensions, with some mixture of generosity and
abstinence for their own ego and materials used. They use a minimal space or just a certain
point in the moment of time with identity fitting into a dot.
An interesting aspect of Japanese culture and its traditions is that it is like a sponge which
absorbs other cultures’ heritage. Japanese practice in this could be divided into two periods;
the first one is until Meiji period10 spanning the era of when Japanese people thought that the
center of the world was China. They adopted their Buddhist tradition from there but also
transformed it and made it connected with their Shinto religion and called it Zen.11 The same
happened with all cultural elements, including a variety of musical instruments that were
remade and after a while called ancient Japanese inventions, such as the koto, which
stemmed from the Chinese zheng or the shamisen, which referred from the Chinese sanxian.
7

K. Akita, Orientalism and the Binary of Fact and Fiction in Memoirs of a Geisha, Global Media
Journal, Volume 5, Issue 9, 2006. p. 8, http://www.globalmediajournal.com/openaccess/orientalism-and-the-binary-of-fact-and-fiction-in-memoirs-of-a-geisha.pdf
8 ibid. p. 22.
9 R. P. Locke, Doing the Impossible: On the Musically Exotic, Cambridge University Press, 2015, p.
358.
10
Meiji period is the first period in modern Japanese times. Meiji period refers to the 1868-1912.
11
O. Ikeno and R. Davies,The Japanese Mind, Tuttle Publishing, Tokyo, 2002, p. 73.
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They also borrowed many of Korean traditions.12 At that time Japan was a closed country
and no one from the West could go there. Things changed when in the Meiji period Japan
opened its borders at the end of 19th century, composers and artists around the world got
really curious about Japanese culture and started appropriating their elements. Especially
after the Second World War when Japan was invaded by the United States of America, and
the Japanese people started to think of the USA as the new center of the world. They started
borrowing cultural elements from the states and making them their own, e.g. J-pop and the
avant-garde movements which influenced Japanese composers and experimentalists. At the
same time, artists from western cultures were looking for something new and refreshing as
well, and Japan was a perfect source for new traditions. Composers like John Cage or
Karlheinz Stockhausen are amongst those influenced by the Japanese traditions and culture,
and this obsession with Japanese culture is still evident today.13 Nevertheless, the obsession
and curiosity about Japanese music existed long before the 20th century. Some elements
could be found in Claude Debussy’s pieces and in Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s works as
well, since Europeans were always seeking for something different and exotic.14 At the end
of the day, the same could be said about any other culture; everyone is looking for something
different and unique, it is only that it appears the western world wants to have authority over
it, and the fact that Japan kept its culture secretive for such a long time, it made the artists of
the western world even more curious about it and eventually it produced myths about the
undiscovered culture. However, the truth is that all cultures have been mixing with one
another in a variety of ways since the beginning, and eventually we could see them mixing
into one big global entity. Toru Takemitsu in his book Confronting Silence gives quite an
interesting prediction:

“In the future varying cultures will be unified and, assisted by technology,
eventually we will have a global culture”15

With the never-ending exchange of cultural heritage in the age of today’s global world, is it
actually possible to define tradition and boundaries between? It also raises a question about
the cultural identity, if all cultures borrow different aspects from other cultures and add to

12

B. C. Wade, Music in Japan: Experiencing Music, Expressing culture, New York; Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005, p. 65.
13
G. Watkins, Soundings: Music in the Twentieth Century, New York: Schirmer Books; London:
Collier Macmillan, 1988, p. 670.
14 N. Ohtake, Creative Sources for the Music of Toru Takemitsu. Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 1998. P.
20-21.
15 T. Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selective Writings. Tr. Yoshiko and Glenn Glasow. Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995, p. 59.
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their traditions, do they automatically become their own heritage?16 Or maybe Takemitsu was
right, and we are already living in a global culture where ancient traditions as we understand
them do not have any meaning anymore, and exist just as a tool to tell nations apart. An
interesting contrary was suggested by Gaspar Claus in his album called Jo Ha Kyu, were
west and east come together as one global culture with its own traditions.

Chapter 2: Jo Ha Kyū by Gaspar Claus as a Modern Contrary to Exoticism and
Otherness of Japan
This album was released by the Modest Launch label in 2013 and composed by the French
cellist Gaspar Claus. It is quite an unusual and different representation of the Orient and
exoticism in Japanese culture. It does not give the audience the stereotypical traditional
musical motives of East Asia; instead it gives an alternative viewpoint of it. Gaspar wanted to
express the art between intuition and improvisation and he also claims that the tradition
always belongs to the moment, which is namely the concept of the album.
Jo Ha Kyu is a collaboration between Gaspar Claus and ten distinguished Japanese musicians
who are from different musical fields. They can all be regarded as experimentalists; however,
they all employ different means and different manners or performing. Kakushin Nishahira
(biwa17), and Leonard Eto (taiko drums) can be considered as the most traditional Japanese
musicians in this particular group. However, their background is not just traditional Japanese
music. They are involved in plenty of experimental and improvisational pieces, thus they do
not consider themselves to be traditional musicians (i.e. the ones who play the same
repertoires over and over again).18 Eiko Ishibashi (vocals, piano, and drums), Kazuki
Tomokawa (vocals and guitar) and Keiji Heino (vocals) could also be considered as
traditional Japanese musicians, although their music does not sound familiar to what
westerners usually perceive as “true” Japanese music, as these musicians do not play any
exotic instruments, thus they do not fit into the stereotype. To consider the modern side of this
group, it is worth mentioning Hiramoichi Sakamoto (cello and electronics), Sachiko M (sine
waves), Yoshihide Otomo (turntables), as well as two musicians with a classical background 16 S. Tanaka, Japan’s Orient: Rendering Past into History, Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1995, p. 112.

Biwa is Japanese lute and there is many different Biwa’s styles in Japan. Style that Kakushin
Nishihara uses is called Satsuma Biwa and from Kamakura till Edo period samurai used it to tell
their stories.
18 Interview with Naohito Koike by author, August 2016, Tokyo, Japan.
17
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Kazutoki Umezu (soprano saxophone) and the composer of this album - Gaspar Claus (cello).
All these musicians from diverse backgrounds worked in a studio in Tokyo for three weeks to
record a piece which would revolve around the system of Jo Ha Kyu, which first emerged in
the 8th century Japan. This philosophy was used for all traditional Japanese arts at the time.
Ancient Japanese musical pieces were always divided into three parts: jo, ha, and kyu. The
beginning was called introduction or penetration, the middle was for tearing, and the end
stands for endless acceleration or in other words: presto.19 The Jo Ha Kyu can be just a
reading of the word; however, it may also punctuate a conversation or define a relationship.
This concept is mainly about how strings and fingers, wind and mouth, percussion of hands
and all parts of body dance under the same influence.20
Jo Ha Kyu is not completely improvised and has quite an unusual graphical notation which is
made of some small written scenarios which describe what kind of feeling musicians should
create. The piece is divided into three parts. The beginning is called Jo, middle - Ha and the
end of this piece is Kyu, which is essentially trying to keep the ancient Japanese music
philosophy of penetration, tearing apart and acceleration. Jo Ha Kyu was also referring to the
order in which each artist will be recorded, since they never played together for an album.
Gaspar Claus started with Leonard Eto and his taiko drums. He asked Leonard to play a 10minute-long track which would represent acceleration with explosion. Then Claus went to the
studio and recorded himself playing a cello over the drum track. Originally the cello track was
not supposed to be on the record; its purpose was rather to give basic understanding to other
musicians as to direct their improvisations. Gaspar Claus invited them one by one to come
into the studio and to record their part. He was recording at day and editing at night.
Everything is represented in the graphical score; each musician is identified with specific
themes and specific timing. At the beginning of the Jo part, every musician was supposed to
play the very first sound of the universe. They were given freedom within this topic; the
author asked everyone to produce a sound depicting a sound of the universe however they
might interpret it, and the musicians were asked to all play it at the same time, which
produced resonance or echoes. This was followed by a solo part of Eiko Ishibashi. Gaspar
Claus joins him later on, and after a while Eiko Ishibashi stops playing and Kakushin Nishara
joins instead and in this way, everyone has their own moment and that is the end of the Jo
part. 21 The middle part was called Ha, which stands for tearing apart. It starts with Kazuki
Tomokawa’s vocal and guitar and it roughly interrupts the Jo part and acts as transition.
Following this, Gaspar Claus joins in with a melodic cello and Hiromich Sakamoto with his
P. Quignard, The Hatred of Music, Yale University Press, 2016, p. 117.
ibid.
21 Interview with Gaspar Claus by author, November 2016, Paris, France.
19
20
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electronic cello. Kazuki Tomokawa’s vocals continues during this entire part, and in the
background one can hear slightly growing sine waves made by Sachiko M. Before the end of
the Ha part everyone starts playing simultaneously, creating a growing chaos which suddenly
stops, leaving only the sound of Leonard Eto’s taiko drums. This concludes the Ha section.22
The last part is Kyu which stands for acceleration. It starts in the same way as the second part
ends, just with the slow tempo of the taiko drums. After a few minutes Keiji Haino interrupts
with his strong vocals which start in slow archaic style, becoming more and more present.
After this Kakushin Nishihara and Gaspar Claus change places with Keiji Haino attempting to
represent the trembling before an explosion. Kyu ends in a brutal silence with small
resonances, like traces of all that has happened. 23
During the whole piece, there is a lot of attention paid to the struggle between sound and
silence which is often the case in Japanese music. As Gaspar Claus claims, music is a moment
when we break a silence.24 Silence is especially important in Japanese communication.
Nonverbal communication is mostly unconscious but it plays a crucial role in human
relationships.25 Chinmoku or silence is a valuable communication skill, not just a form of
emptiness between spoken words. Since sound is
an alternate form of communication, silence is
especially important in Japanese music. In Jo
Ha Kyu, the artists rather focus on the cultural
differences and instruments they are playing,
giving all their interest to the quality of sound
and importance of silence and communication
among music they are making. This piece could
not be counted as an example of exoticism or orientalism, since the nationality or race does
not matter here, it focuses on different matters, and the purpose of making Jo Ha Kyu was not
to show Japan to Western cultures as the exotic Other, but to make a collaborative
experimental piece where musicians of different manners explore the quality of sound and
improvise within a frame which is given by the author of a graphical score. During an
interview Gaspar Claus gave an example of the problematic viewpoint on traditional/ancient
music which according him is one of the reasons why orientalism and exoticism is still
spreading, and why traditional music often feels as a spectacle and as an invention of modern
life.

Gaspar Claus: Jo Ha Kyu scores, 2013. [see appendix, page 23]
ibid.
24 Interview with Gaspar Claus by author, November 2016, Paris, France.
25 O. Ikeno and R. Davies,The Japanese Mind, Tuttle Publishing, Tokyo, 2002, p. 51.
22
23
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“I met a lot of musicians in Mongolia who want to play in Paris in The Théâtre
de la Ville but the problem was that their arguments were: I am a master because
I play exactly as my grandfather was playing. And that is not true because you
want to play in The Théâtre de la Ville and his grandfather was playing for his
goats because that singing was supposed to help goats produce milk, this was the
reason why they were singing back then, they weren’t singing for critical
audiences which is our culture, they were singing for just ordinary life purpose.
So when a guy tells you I am singing exactly as my grandfather was, maybe he
plays the same notes but he loose the reason of singing. And the reason why we
play music is the definition of musical culture.”26

A reflection of this approach could be seen in Leonardo Eto, who is an amazing taiko drum
player. He always wears a kimono while performing, even though he is playing in studio and
no one can see him, but he is conscious of
his exoticness and he is using it, and it
seems to be working for him, since he is
touring all over the world and has
collaborated with quite a few famous
western bands such as Siouxsie and the
Benshees. However, within Jo Ha Kyu band
there is one artist who does not meet
expectations of traditional Japanese
musician – Kakushin Nishihara. She is an
exceptional traditional Japanese vocalist and
biwa player. She also has lots of tattoos, has
a very free style of dressing, and she is a child of our times. As Gaspar Claus described her,
she is a reincarnation of this modernity and tradition process, but the best thing is that she is
not even conscious of this, she does not represent something, this is what she is.27

26
27

Interview with Gaspar Claus by author, November 2016, Paris, France.
ibid.
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Chapter 3: Scores - Freedom and Memory in Question
Gaspar Claus’s piece, Jo Ha Kyu’s score, as mentioned before, gave freedom to a performer
in a form of graphic notation. It would be difficult to sew it into a classical score as this would
allow a pristine repetition of the piece. In this case this specific piece in would lose all of its
purpose and authenticity. Graphic notation for music was used by Japanese musicians and
composers as well, however, after globalization came in, the West dictated the new rules and
score overtook the previous musical writing traditions. This chapter will discuss the
differences between western cultures and the Japanese approach to music notation.

“Western music is all about searching for perfection while repeating successful
composers; meanwhile Japanese music is all about creating new things by yourself.”28

This observation of a Lithuanian performance artist Benas Sarka could be seen as too harsh a
criticism towards classical western music; a classical score is a great, time-checked way to
preserve music for the future generations. Of course, currently there is a variety of advanced
recording technologies which allow people to hear recorded sounds exactly the same way
countless times, keeping in mind, the first sound recording device was invented just by the
end of the 19th century. This means that without classical or traditional scores current
cultures would not have an opportunity to reproduce and hear works of such renowned
composers like Mozart, Beethoven or Tchaikovsky. Still, this poses a question, why is it
important to seek a complete perfection and precision to repeat a composition which has
been played multiple times? Why is it so important to write notations which are strict and
hardly leave the performers freedom to improvise? The answer to this could be that in
western cultures people with power generally want to have authority over others, and in this
situation the composer is the one who is in power and takes control over performers as all
that is needed is an instrument to produce a piece.
“While the soundwaves of the music float through the air and by necessity exist in
time, my impression of gagaku was that of a music that challenges measurable time.
The Western method of capturing time in graphic form (using measured notation) and
that of gagaku are completely different in their nature.”29

28

Conversation with Benas Sarka by author, 2016 December, Vilnius, Lithuania.
T. Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selective Writings. Tr. Yoshiko and Glenn Glasow. Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995, p. 6.
29
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In the Japanese music, and oriental music in general, there is an opposite side. A notion of
dominating music is for performers rather than for composers. Scores are not that precise and
give improvisational freedom to a performer. Graphic notation in Japan has existed for ages.
The oldest music style is called Gagaku and it is still to this day written by using shodo30 and
graphic notation which is not as mathematically based as Western notation.31 Even though
gagaku could be seen as too anachronistic for our contemporary world, some ideas are worth
borrowing, for instance, sounds should be free from rules of music which contains formulas
and calculations; music should have a freedom to breathe. “Rather than on the ideology of
self-expression, music should be based on a profound relationship to nature - sometimes
gentle, sometimes harsh”32. Music suffers when sound is refined by ideas rather than having
an identity of its own.
Every human being store their memories through sound, no matter if one is a performer or a
composer, and everyone has different ones. In graphical notation, there is a flow every
performer should follow, but there is also an
opportunity for different performer every single time
to express their memories and interpret it in their
own unique way which would makes a particular
sound different every single time. For entire eras,
when there were no recording devices or proper
notations, people used to pass on their traditions in
songs and music using just their memories and
applying them to their present and the same way to
communicate with nature and their ancestry.33 All of
such memories were constantly moving and it could
not be written down in any notations, however,
people were tempted to write it and spread it anyways. Every single tribe or small nation
used to have their own traditions but during years they all started to growing into one entity,
and all of the small tribes, such as the famous Ainu tribe in Japan gradually forgot their
heritage and it became more as a representational product of Japan rather than keeping their
connection with the past. 34

Shodo - Japanese calligraphy.
B. C. Wade, Music in Japan: Experiencing Music. Expressing culture, New York; Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005, p 34.
32 T. Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selective Writings. Tr. Yoshiko and Glenn Glasow. Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995, p. 4.
33 ibid. p. 4.
34 Conversation with Benas Sarka by author, 2016 December, Vilnius, Lithuania.
30
31
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Improvisation plays a big role in Japanese and world music in general. The entire graphic
notation leaves bigger or smaller space for performer’s individual imagination. There
improvisation is important not just in the field of music but also in all of the arts. One, which
would be worth mentioning, is Japanese calligraphy called shodo. Shodo, as any other
Japanese art has the same rules. First, the person has to learn the basics of chosen routine
from his teacher, and then he has to become an expert in it and after that he can improvise
within that frame as much as he wants, create new letters, and it does not matter if others
cannot even read it.35 In Japan, calligraphy is more connected to the music than in the West.
It is so because each symbol means a different sound with specific meaning rather than just
one letter. Also it is in matter of free spirit and mind rather than complete rationality and
mathematics which is the same case for eastern and western choices of musical notation.
“When we cross the river or climb the mountain we exist in the eternal present of
time; this time includes all past and present time. Crossing the river, climbing the
mountain, living in a palace exist together, interrelated, in being-time. […]
Yesterday’s time is experienced in our present existence. It appears to be passing but
the past is always contained in the present. Like this, the pine tree is time, the
bamboo is also time.”36

This is how experience of uji could be described. It could be seen as equivalent with the Zen
Buddhism concept of hishiryō (when subject is in the state of not thinking)37. Dogen
thoughts about time could be easily applied to eastern music - when there is no past and no
future, they coexist in the present. This understanding of time is what separates western and
eastern understanding of music notation. While western cultures try to save music of the past
with precise scores to pass it on for future generations as accurately as possible. Eastern
cultures generally give space for present generations to interpret and improvise in their
understanding what is written in graphic score. Since “music is shaped by many
environmental conditions, collective movements of thought and theory, political events and
cultural shifts, not simply by a lineage of narrow musical influence”38, flexible graphical
score makes that music always relevant for narrative time.
Y. Nakata, The Art of Japanese Calligraphy. New York: Weatherhill, 1973, p. 128.
Z. Dogen, Shobogenzo: The Eye and Treasury of True Law, Volume 1, Tokyo: Nakayama Shobo,
1984, p. 69.
37 R. Motiekaitis, Poetics of the Nameless Middle: Japan and the West in Philosophy and Music of the
Twentieth Century, Acta Semiotica Fennica XL, 2011, p. 48.
38 D. Toop, Into the Maelstrom: music, improvisation and the dream of freedom, New York:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2016, p. 151.
35
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Chapter 4: November Steps by Toru Takemitsu, Exploring Western and Eastern
Approach to Sound and Silence

Toru Takemtisu is one of the most famous 20th century Japanese composers. His piece called
November Steps is a great example of a successful attempt to integrate western and oriental
music, and highlight the differences between them. In the early days of his life Takemitsu
showed no interest in Japanese traditional music, since it reminded him of unpleasant times in
the Japanese army during World War II. It also reminded Takemitsu of death, since his aunt
whom he was living with as a child used to play a koto39 in memory of her lost son and
parents. However, things changed in 1961 when Toshi Ichiyanagi40 returned from the USA
where he attended John Cage’s composition class. In August of that same year Ichiyanagi
performed John Cage’s Concert for Piano and Orchestra in Osaka contemporary music
festival and it left a deep impression on Takemitsu.41 After this concert Takemitsu became
interested in John Cage’s ideas and music. Ironically John Cage had a great interest in
Japanese traditions, Zen Buddhism, and general philosophy of life. In that way, through a
western composer, Takemtisu started using elements of Japanese philosophy and tradition and
combined them with music from western culture.
One of Takemitsu’s first attempts to use Japanese musical motives were in his piece
November Steps. This piece was requested by the New York Philharmonic Orchestra in 1967,
which was written and performed the same year. Takemitsu named it November Steps as it
was performed in November and it was a new step to him towards musical exploration. This
piece has an unusual combination of Japanese traditional instruments and Orchestration.
Takemitsu used two Japanese instruments, a five string Satsuma biwa42 and a shakuhachi43. In
the original performance Kinshi Tsuruta played a biwa and Katsuya Yokokyama played a
shakuhachi which determined the successful realisation of the piece. Orchestration had two
oboes, three clarinets in Bb, two trumpets in C, three trombones, four percussionists, two
harps and twelve, five, four and three strings respectively, each placed on the left and right
side. 44 Strings, harps and percussion were distributed in the orchestra as far apart as possible;
woodwinds and brass were centered at the back of the stage. Takemitsu placed the biwa and
Koto – Traditional Japanese 13th/17th string instrument, which is prototype of Chinese zheng.
Toshi Ichiyanagi is Japanese avant-garde music composer and a former student of John Cage.
41 P. Burt, The Music of Toru Takemitsu, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001, p. 92.
42 Biwa - Japanese lute.
43 Shakuhachi - Japanese blown bamboo flute.
44 T. Takemitsu, November Steps, New York: C.F. Peter Inc., 1967.
39
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the shakuhachi in front of the conductor, leaving the whole Orchestration in the background.
November Steps starts with an intense string section which cannot be called classical, nor a
complete avant-garde; Takamitsu managed to find something in between. Following this,
more melodic violins appear which are then interrupted by a harsh biwa sound. The contrast
between the two instruments from two different cultures is continuous during the whole piece.

Adequate notation of this piece posed a problem for Takemitsu. He worked with an orchestral
notation before and had not had issues with it, however Takemtisu could not adjust the
western-based notation to the traditional Japanese instruments. While western music was all
about following the score, and playing it perfectly without any deviation, Japanese or oriental
music was based on listening and feeling which cannot be written down on the piece of paper.
Takemitsu came up with a solution to make a separate graphical notation for biwa and
shakuhachi which would allow more freedom to performers. For example, in the score’s
explanation it says: “The first note of the
playing is left to the performer’s choice,
then the performer should concentrate into
the sound and listen to its changes of color
and intensity”45. It becomes more
complex than that, and Takemitsu drew
more precise illustrations of the sound as,
for example, six different types of
vibrations, but there is still a lot of left to
the performer’s imagination. In this way, just through the score of his piece, Takemitsu
reveals one of the main differences between Oriental and Western music. Western approach
to music is to dissociate from the world and split the music community into players and
listeners by exalting a performer. Meanwhile, in Oriental or Japanese music the most
important thing is to listen and merge with the world, and in such way leaving no boundary
between player and listener.

“In the flow of Japanese music […] short fragment connections of sounds are complete
in themselves. Those different sound events are related by silences that aim at creating a
harmony of events. Those pauses are left to the performer’s discretions. In this way
there is a dynamic change in the sounds as they are constantly reborn in new
relationships. Here the role of performer is not to produce sound but to listen to it, to

45

ibid.
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strive constantly to discover sound in silence. Listening is as real as making sound; the
two are inseparable.”46

Another very important matter is that with November Steps Takemitsu was examining the
importance of silence and its exploration in contrast with sound - a way of learning that
listening is as important as playing. Ironically, Takemitsu became very interested in Japanese
ma philosophy47 through John Cage’s piece 4’33’’ (1947-1948). The whole concept of 4’33’’
was based on the Zen Buddhist philosophy of merging with the world which surrounds us and
start hearing what is happening around instead of concentrating on a performer. Everyone
becomes a listener and everyone becomes a player, since the complete silence is not excitant.
Silence in general brings fear. Silence could be associated with death and darkness while
sound is seen as a representation of life. This poses the question that perhaps art has always
been human creatures’ rebellion against silence. Poetry and music were first born when man
first uttered sound, resisting the silence.48 During the years, composers and artists became so
concentrated on sound that music-wise they focused on filling their pieces with sounds, and
silence would eventually stand for the end. Coming back to Takemitsu’s November Steps, the
whole orchestration part has almost no pauses. At least one orchestral instrument will play
during an entire piece while Japanese biwa and shakuhachi players carefully listen of the
entireness of the piece and equally try to use silence and sound. This piece shows main
difference between the West and Oriental cultures’ way of approaching music and purpose of
playing in first place. This difference might be seen as one of the reasons of musical
exoticism, since as the years gone by the Western music lost its purpose and became
repetitive, and composers were seeking to find something new, but instead of focusing on the
philosophy that the orient offers, they focused on exotic instruments, forgetting what is
important. Of course, there were great composers like John Cage and Toru Takemitsu who
managed to understand the usage of silence, rediscovered the purpose of playing, and
questioned what music really is. However, numerous composers from the West overlooked
and continue to overlook the essential ideology of Oriental music, and such misrepresentation
leads to the emergence of the exoticism phenomenon in the western music scene.

T. Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selective Writings. Tr. Yoshiko and Glenn Glasow. Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995, p. 84-85.
47 Ma philosophy - both sound and silence in traditional Japanese music are diverse and
significant. A higher quality of silence is infinitely able to enhance a higher sound quality;
therefore sound and silence are equal.
48 T. Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selective Writings. Tr. Yoshiko and Glenn Glasow. Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995, p. 17.
46
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Chapter 5: Importance of Silence and Noise
“Ma is the place in which life is lived; Ma organizes the process of
movement from one place to another; […] Ma is an empty place where all
kinds of phenomena appear, pass and disappear;”49

Ma – simple, single Japanese sound for such a complex idea. It is a gap between two sounds
or a given space to enjoy the sound which was played before silence. Takemitsu emphasized
that just to leave this gap of silence to highlight constantly moving object is an art in itself.
Toru Takamitsu’s music, as Japanese music and art in general, is highly influenced by it. In
music it can be seen like a wave which comes from nowhere, becomes bigger and bigger, and
spreads out before reaching the culmination, and after one wave there comes another in some
very similar way but at the same time very different. It is like one instrument group lingers on
top of the other instrument group.50 This could be highly related to the whole Jo Ha Kyu
concept of penetration, tearing apart and acceleration, which was used in the Gaspar Claus
piece as well. The differences are that Jo Ha Kyu is already a structured piece and does not
repeat itself, while ma is a motive that is often used as a pattern. Late Takemtsu’s pieces are
all based on ma idea, and despite the fact that his music is almost tonal and has beautiful
harmonics, it also has something in its development of the form and in its narrative which is
very unusual and very unique in terms of contemporary music.
It would be useful to take a look at contemporary composers like Philip Glass, Karlheinz
Stockhausen, Pierre Boulez and Steve Reich’s works. It is possible to see that behind their
revolutionary forms and harmonics there are same romantic gestures, culmination and
contrast basis (as changing volume of the sound rather than leaving space for silence).51 These
pieces have a proper structure where the most important thing is to reach a culmination. But
Japanese music, specifically Takemtisu’s pieces, operate in a completely opposite way. Like
in the romantic genre it is always some kind of a theme which goes to its peak, and reaches
the culmination, but with Japanese music such culmination is always extinguished.
Culmination here is spreading out and going to silence. In Takemitsu’s works everything is
changing, never coming back to the same place. Of course, some instrumental elements come

A. Isozaki, ‘Ma: Japanese Time-Space’, The Japanese Architect: International Edition of
Shinkenchiku, no 262, 1979, p. 69-80.
50 Conversation with Ramunas Motiekaitis by author, 2016 December, Vilnius, Lithuania.
51 R. Motiekaitis, Poetics of the Nameless Middle: Japan and the West in Philosophy and Music of the
Twentieth Century, Acta Semiotica Fennica XL, 2011, p. 106.
49
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back as motives but they keep their streamline, however, the piece never reaches the
culmination- it is all about enjoying the diffusion of sound. Taking a look at structures he is
working with, one could observe that the poetics of water are dominant. Thus, music cannot
be a complete representation of nature, more a mysterious correspondence, which links
Nature and Imagination52. “Nature is not something that confronts humans but something one
encounters by chance. Therefore, that must have influenced the experience of ma that exist
between sounds”53.
Even knowing that Takemitsu’s work is based on the poetics and simplistic structures of
water, they cannot be described as elementary. It is hard to draw schematically or put in the
score the progression of these harmonic structures because Takemitsu has patterns of different
motives, or, putting it closer to the previously mentioned example, it could also be called
single waves; on the spot he uses these patterns in an improvisational way to create his
pieces.54
However, why could Toru Takemitsu’s music and Gaspar Claus Jo Ha Kyu’s project be
called Japanese? What could be the actual criteria for traditional Japanese music? In the first
chapter, a few stereotypes were discussed which might create an illusion of true traditional
Japanese music, however, neither Claus, nor Takemitsu fit in those stereotypes. Some people
might say that it is so because it shows the values of the contemporary Japanese music.
However, the answer is that it actually connects deeply with sensitivity and noise/silence
appreciation which is expressed by Japanese aesthetic categories, like Mono No Aware,
Yūgen, Sabi, Wabi and previously mentioned Ma. All of these categories were and still are
applied not just for music but for other Japanese arts as well. Mono No Aware is about
appreciating temporality. It is the oldest Japanese aesthetic concept which mirrors sensibility
and humanism from foreign Buddhist, Taoist values.55 Motoori Norinaga56 defined aware as
“the voice of sorrow that comes out from what the heart feels after seeing, hearing or
touching something”57. Another category is Yūgen, it “can be apprehended by the mind, but it
cannot be expressed in words. Its quality may be suggested by the sight of a thin cloud veiling
C. Potter, ‘Debussy and Nature’. In Simon Trezise, The Cambridge Companion to Debussy,
Cambridge University press, 2003, p. 139.
53 T. Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selective Writings. Tr. Yoshiko and Glenn Glasow. Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995, p. 57.
54 Conversation with Ramunas Motiekaitis by author, 2016 December, Vilnius, Lithuania.
55 R. Motiekaitis, Poetics of the Nameless Middle: Japan and the West in Philosophy and Music of the
Twentieth Century, Acta Semiotica Fennica XL, 2011, p. 81.
56 Motoori Norinaga (1730-1801) – major literature theorist and nationalist of Japan. He
presented the first aesthetic category mono no aware.
57 M. Marra, ‘Japanese Aesthetic: The Construction of Meaning’, Philosophy East and West, vol. 45.
Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1999 p. 127.
52

18

Tradition in Question: Exploring Heritage and Exoticism in Japanese Sound Culture
the moon or by autumn mist swathing the scarlet leaves on a mountain-side”58. Sabi can be
defined as appropriation of the antiquity, age, hoariness and natural textures. And Wabi is
mostly used to describe the atmosphere but it is also used as appreciation of “austere
beauty”.59 Wabi Sabi is often used together to emphasize beauty of imperfect, impermanent
and incomplete. All of these aesthetic categories (including ma) fit Takemitsu’s work and
Gaspar Claus’ Jo Ha Kyu project and that makes them examples of traditional Japanese music
and emphasizes its differences from western culture.
“Musical instruments may be considered as extensions or enlargements of
the human instrument. Or they may be seen as tools created to assist the
expression of emotions beyond language. Viewed this way musical
instruments definitely reflect the culture of a particular society – its
customs, tastes, and the spirituality that society has nourished.”60

The Biwa could be called the mother of Japanese music. The shape of this instrument came
from the original Persian lute. Physically it does not look much different but the invisible
internal changes nearly created an entirely new instrument. Those changes are sawari
phenomenon development in Japanese music. Sawari has a few meanings but the main
concept of it is to produce harsh and unclean sound. While western musical instruments are
made to have a perfectly tunable sound and in process of making it is very important to
eliminate any possible noise. Japanese instruments, and particularly the biwa, were made to
produce additional noise while playing with it and that sound is called sawari. As mentioned,
sawari has few definitions, first one as a name of the biwa’s part of the neck where four or
five (depends on the type) strings are stretched over a grooved ivory plate.61 When a string is
plucked, it hits the grooves and makes noise. Sawari also refers to the meaning of touch or to
touch but this term is applied not just for music but also it contains wider significance which
is useful in understanding Japanese aesthetics. And as an addition, sawari may also mean
obstacle. “In a sense it is an intentional inconvenience that creates a part of the expressiveness
of the sound. Compered to the western attitude toward musical instruments, this deliberate
obstruction represents a very different approach to sound.”62

58 R. Tsunoda; W.T. De Barry; and D. Keene, Sources of Japanese tradition, New York: Columbia
University Press, 1958, p. 115.
59 R. Motiekaitis, Poetics of the Nameless Middle: Japan and the West in Philosophy and Music of the
Twentieth Century, Acta Semiotica Fennica XL, 2011, p. 88.
60 T. Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selective Writings. Tr. Yoshiko and Glenn Glasow. Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995, p. 53.
61 ibid. p. 64.
62 ibid. p. 65.
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John Cage was and still is one of the composers who got closest to Japanese traditional
musical ideas and their representation without the typical clichés and supporting stereotypes.
Cage is similar to other 20th century composers in a way of searching new recourses and new
approaches to music. As mentioned before, Cage was highly influenced by Zen Buddhism
and the philosophical ideas which came with it, including the equal coexistence of sound and
noise.63 “For John Cage, music is really his giving life to those things such as relationships,
movements, dynamics - things that are called music and are within the framework of music
but are really not living sound.”64 Japanese music is about awareness of environment and
appropriation of nature. Cage uses these aspects but in a slightly different way- in his works
urbanity and mechanization take over nature. An example could be Sonata for Prepared
Piano (1938-1940), here cage put bunch of bolts, nuts, erasers, and hairpins inside the piano
and played a piece with it. Thus, categories like Wabi-Sabi and the whole sawari
phenomenon supports Cage’s approach to Japanese aesthetic categories but he leaves out one
of the most important bits – sensitivity for sound, mineralization of resources. and leaving a
silent gap for sound diffusion appreciation.

Conclusion

Both Toru Takemitsu’s November Steps and Gaspar Claus’s Jo Ha Kyu qualify in traditional
Japanese aesthetics and represent the heritage of the Japanese culture and its values.
November Steps is a great example to illustrate and emphasize the differences between
western and Japanese cultures and their approach to music. Takemitsu’s usage of the biwa
and the shakuhachi in this piece is based on silence and sound contrast, spirituality, and
freedom given by a graphic natation and ma philosophy which is a very important part of the
Japanese aesthetics. Meanwhile, his usage of the orchestration emphasizes the Western
approach to music through strict scores, seeking a perfect sound and trying to have authority
over sound whilst leaving no space for improvisation or coincidences.

K. Gann, No Such Thing as Silence: John Cage’s 4’33”. London: Yale University Press. 2010, p. 98.
T. Takemitsu, Confronting Silence: Selective Writings. Tr. Yoshiko and Glenn Glasow. Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995, p. 28.
63
64
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“On examination we find that the Japanese prefer an artistic expression
close to nature while Westerner treasures an artificial expression that is not
part of nature. [...] This process did not develop such things as scales or
rhythms but focused on the quality of individual instrumental sounds. […] I
often feel that Westerners think discovering sounds more significant than
expressing by sounds. [...] Japanese found more meaning in listening to the
innate quality of sound rather than in using sound as a means of
expression.”65

However, Gaspar Claus in his collaboration with many Japanese avant-garde artists for his
album Jo Ha Kyu managed to prove that westerners are capable to join in and follow Japanese
and oriental traditional aesthetics and their approach to music without taking a complete
authority over it and without making it into another exotic product to support existing
stereotypes. Instead of focusing on exotic instruments and oriental motives, Claus paid a lot
of attention to the struggle between sound and silence, quality of sound as well as other
Japanese aesthetics such as sawari, ma, mono no aware and wabi-sabi. Jo Ha Kyu also
questions what tradition is in the Japanese music, since Japanese artists with various interests
participated in this project, from complete electronics to traditional music instruments. This
piece can be an example of a neo-traditional Japanese music where ancient heritage meets
hyper-modernity.

For a long time, Japanese culture was very popular among western countries and it caused
many inaccuracies and myths created about the Japanese tradition and modern life as well.
Exoticism and orientalism became a prominent problem, and not only regarding Japanese
culture, but also the representation of all global cultures. People tend to blindly believe what
they see in mainstream media or what they gather by the word of mouth without any solid
argument to support the false claims; people start believing in said stereotypes and myths
about certain countries which cause devaluation of world cultures. Age’s worth of heritage
becomes a cheap product for tourism, and the original knowledge day by day gets
demolished. In general, it is great that people started sharing their values and heritage among
each other, but it is hard to keep these traditions and spirituality alive in this big mix of
stereotypes and influences. And if there is just one big global culture in the future,
contemporary population needs to be aware of it and at least attempt to rethink their approach

65

ibid. p. 56.
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to music and culture in general. There is a need to start valuing quality of sound, nature and
spirituality more than an economic profit, fame and perfectionism. Oriental music provides a
mirror that allows Western music to reconsider itself.66

Word Count: 8076

66 J. Corbett, ‘Experimental Oriental: New Music and Other Others’, in Georgina Born and David
Hesmondhalgh, Western Music and its Others: Difference, Representation, and Appropriation in
Music, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2000, p. 169.
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Appendix

Appendix figure number 1: Jo Ha Kyū graphical notation, Jo part, personal archive
of Gaspar Claus, 2013.
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Appendix figure number 2: Jo Ha Kyū graphical notation, Ha part, personal archive
of Gaspar Claus, 2013.
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Appendix figure number 3: Jo Ha Kyū graphical notation, Kyū part, personal archive
of Gaspar Claus, 2013.
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Appendix figure number 4: November Steps by Toru Takemitsu graphic notation
for biwa candenza. Y. Narazaki, H, de Ferranti, A Way a Lane: Writings on Toru
Takemitsu, Tokyo: Academia Music Ltd, 2002, p. 142.
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Appendix figure number 4: November Steps by Toru Takemitsu graphic notation
for shakuhachi candenza. Y. Narazaki, H, de Ferranti, A Way a Lane: Writings on
Toru Takemitsu, Tokyo: Academia Music Ltd, 2002, p. 141.
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