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Chapter 7: East Asia – Japan 
 

Site: Gagaku Court Music 
 
First Impressions. If any music embodies the idea of timelessness or suspended time, 
it would be gagaku (“elegant music”). What makes an immediate impression is the 
way the piece seems to be constructed of clearly differentiated elements, with each 
instrumental timbre apparently having a separate function: melody, punctuation, 
background. As with much Japanese art—and music in particular—where sparseness 
is preferred, there is relatively little activity, with much aural space separating the 
musical elements. If you were to witness a gagaku performance at a temple or palace, 
you would see how the architecture and its decoration (or lack thereof) have elements 
that echo the character of this music: patches of empty white space, stark contrasts 
of colors and material, and a rugged, almost four‐square quality created by massive 
wood beams and large pieces of cut stone. “Entenraku” sounds massive and timeless 
and seemingly transports us into another plane of existence. 
 
Aural Analysis. The first sound heard in our example is that of the ryuteki, a small 
horizontal bamboo flute (called the “dragon flute”) that plays an unadorned melody; 
some of the pitches it plays are outside the Western tuning system and thus may strike 
inexperienced listeners as “out of tune.” A drum accompanies the flute, but its 
patterns do not create an obvious metrical structure. Suddenly a pungent‐sounding 
double reed called the hichiriki joins the flute; both now play over a foundation of 
dense tone clusters created by a group of sho, small free‐reed mouth organs with 
seventeen pipes. As the melody unfolds in its own time‐stretched world, certain 
sustained pitches are punctuated by alternating instruments playing a single plucked 
note followed by a brief, rising three‐note motive; the first one heard is the biwa, a 
pear‐shaped four‐stringed lute derived from the Chinese pipa, and the arpeggio is 
played by the koto, a long board zither with thirteen strings 

The tension rises as the flute and reed rise to ever‐higher pitches. The music 
seems to ebb and flow between states of tension and relaxation even without the use 
of harmony—the West’s way of creating these effects. Even though the meter may 
not be easily heard, it does underlie the music; some sense of beat is created through 
the punctuation of drums and the three‐note motives played by the koto and biwa. 
Not only the music’s sound is stately; Gagaku is performed with extreme formality by 
expressionless musicians who hold and play their instruments in ritualistic ways. 
 
Cultural Considerations. Originally a specific kind of court music imported from China 
in the sixth century, gagaku grew into a complex of ensembles and functions that 
have come to symbolize both the imperial court and certain non‐ court ritual 
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functions. Our example, “Entenraku,” is just one composition out of many but perhaps 
the best‐known. It comes as no surprise that the title translates as “music of divinity.” 
What does surprise though, is the thought that its melody is said to have been a 
“popular” song during the Heian period (794–1184).  

Gagaku is one of the products of Japanese culture that has fascinated the West 
the most, along with haiku (Japan’s extraordinarily succinct poetry), bonsai trees, 
origami paper folding, tea ceremony, and sumo wrestling. There have been at least a 
few attempts to capture the sound world of gagaku in a Western context. Among 
these are French composer Olivier Messiaen’s 1962 piece for chamber orchestra, Sept 
Haïkaï; Movement IV, entitled “Gagaku,” reproduces the sound of the Japanese 
ensemble by using trumpet, oboe, and English horn for the melody and eight violins 
for the sho clusters. 


