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1. What is the role of traditional music : an expression of nationalism, culture,

history or exoticism ? Music for music sake ?

2. What are the roles of traditional instruments when pulled away from its
historical context : an added spice of historical culture, or just a musical
instrument ?

3. What is at work when Japan becomes “Japan” and whose Japan is this ?

4. What is at the base of the construction of “Japanese-ness” and what is
Japanese about it ?
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Syllabus

Japanese Arts B

BREOBEE Course Objectives

The goal of this course is to learn how to critically listen to traditional music as
both a musical art form as well as a reflection of Japanese society. Furthermore,
students will learn how to voice these critical observations through in class
discussions and presentations. After examining the historical and modern societal
roles of each traditional genre, the class will experience performing together
a piece from each major genre covered within the course. This “hands on”
approach to learning will help students further understand the differences between
each traditional genre as well as better be able to compare this music to their
own musical backgrounds.

BREONE Course Contents

Japanese traditional music is often thought to be a relic of the past that should
be appreciated but never changed. However, traditional music has always been
connected with the ever changing societal structures of Japan, its roles and
music evolving to stay relevant. This course will give a basic overview of major
traditional genres and instruments still currently performed today in Japan and
their historical and modern significances. This course will also include interactive
components including workshops by guest performers and instrumental/vocal in
class performances of standard pieces. Students will also undertake research
projects on a composition of their choice and present brief in-class presentations
during the final weeks of class.

AT Course Schedule

1. Course overview: What is the role of traditional music within modern
societies?

2. Court Music: gagaku and shoumyou (workshop)

3. Modernization of Court Music

4. 14th Century Theatre Music: noh and kyogen (workshop)

5. 18th Century Theatre Music: kabuki and nihonbuyou

6. Buddhist Ritual Tool to Musical Instrument: shakuhachi (workshop)

7. From Gagaku to Edo: traditional koto and it’s transforming forms (workshop)

8. Gendai Hougaku and Koto (workshop)

9.  From Commoner’s Entertainment to Theatrical Musics: shamisen (workshop)

10. Tsugaru to Modern Shamisen

11. Folk Music: enka, J-pop and Okinawan pop

12. In-class presentation: Group 1

13. In-class presentation: Group 2

14. Course Recap
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