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Gagaku and its Magical Power

About the Theme of the Performance Shinryu Ono,

Vice President of Tenndji Gakuso Garyokai and Visiting Professor at Kansai University

Performing Arts
and the Power of Magic

Many philosophers, both in the East and the West,
have pointed out that the fine arts as well as the
performing arts originated in a religious context as a
manifestation of the "sacred". "Art is something that
arises from the religious festival" (Shinobu Orikuchi),
and "a work of art gives form to something that is
beyond form in itsell (something sacred)" (Mircea
Eliade). In Japan, music and the performing arts
featured in religious ceremonies

were, so to speak, one of the means to open a connection
with the gods and Buddha, to call on their presence
in certain cases, and to interact with them. If we
consider the human activity of praying to supernatu-
ral beings for the fulfillment of our desires as a form
of witcheraft, then it is fair to say that Gagaku, which
has been formed and performed during Japanese
religious ceremonies since ancient times, functions
as a sort of witchcraft (magical power) to open a
connection lo the gods and Buddha.

In Japan, music and the performing arts have
been essential as a means of communicating with
the gods since the ages of legend. Playing the Koto
was a means to divine the future, and the perform-
ing arts were used to revitalize the deities, such as
the case of the dance of Amenouzume-no-mikoto
at Ama-no-Iwato (Heaven's Rock Cave). Buddhism,
which began to spread in the 6th century, also
abhsorbed these functions of the local Japanese
music and performing arts in the process of
merging with the ancient forms of what we now call
Shinto. In the 4th year of Tenpyo-shoho (752 AD),
during Todai Temple's Great Buddha Eye-Opening
Ceremony, various East Asian performing arts were
featured in addition to the traditional Japanese
songs and dances. The performing arts offered to the
Great Buddha at that time became the basis for the
formation of Gagaku in the Heian period (794-1185).
During this period, Gagaku was refined as a religious
ceremonial music befitting the deities and Buddha,
as well as the court rituals of the Emperor, who was
a direct descendant of the gods. Therefore, it was
expected of Gagaku to be more than just background
music during the ceremonies - it was viewed as a
performing art that possessed a certain magical pow-
er that allowed the opening of a passageway to the
gods and Buddha, so a whole system of music rituals
developed around it. Various rituals with a strong

magical aspect that featured Gagaku music gradually
developed — such as the Naishidokoro-no-mikagura
ceremony in Shinto, during which people pray to
and communicate with the solar deity Amaterasu,
and the Junji-0jo-koshiki ceremony in Buddhism,
during which people pray to the Buddha to lead
them to the Pure Land after their passing. There are
also many narratives about the miracles that came
about thanks to the performance of Gagaku music.

The Magic of the Winds

and Strings - Senben-gaku

Based on these qualities of Gagaku, so-called
Gakugo-kai (honourable concerts) were frequently
held during the reign of Emperor Go-Kashiwabara
after the Onin War (1467-1568). Originally, waka
and renga poems were offered to the deities and
Buddha as a form of prayer in the Emperor's court
during meetings called Horakugo-kai. The form
of prayer called Gakugo-kai, in which Gagaku
pieces were played over and over again as they
were offered to the deities as a kind of prayer,
was also established around this time. During the
reign of Emperor Go-Nara (1526-1557), when
the imperial court's finances were in dire straits,
there was a rapid increase in the number of
Gakugo-kai. The Emperor also offered prayers to
Kitano-Tenmangu Shrine, Kasuga Shrine, Kangiten,
Myvoonten, and others. Furthermore, in 1542
Emperor Go-Nara started the Senben-gaku ("Music
repeated a thousand times") of "Goshoraku-no-kyu".
Senben-gaku is a special prayer service which
features only the piece called "Goshoraku-no-kyit",
played over and over again a thousand times with
the specific purpose of serving as a prayer. The
Confucian concept of the "Five Virtues" (Gosho)
- benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom,
and faith - was united with the ancient idea of the
"Five Elements" that form all things in the universe,
50 the piece "Goshoraku-no-kyu" - which bears the
five elements in its title - was thought to have the
mystical power to influence nature and all deities.
There are many examples of appealing to the gods
and Buddha by repeating the same sounds, such as
"Shingon" (short incantations) or "Darani” (longer
incantations) in the Shingon-Darani practice of the
esoteric Mikkyd Buddhism, as well as the "Kazuha-
rai" of Ise-ryt, which is based on the belief that
the power of the purification ritual increases with
each repetition of the invocations. It is thought that



Senben-gaku is Gagaku's response to such prayers
based on repetition. In this case, however, the
number of repetitions is multiplied by the number
of performers, so it is not exactly a thousand - but
even if ten performers play a piece of music, it must
be repeated a hundred times.

The Senben-gaku of the piece "Goshoraku-no-kyu"
was established by Emperor Go-Nara and continued
until the reigns of Emperors Ogimachi and Go-Yozei.
The purpose of the performance seems to have
been to pray for the healing of the illnesses of
the Emperor and members of the imperial family,
for the Emperor's peace of mind, peace on earth,
and victory in war (referencing Oda Nobunaga).
Senben-gaku continued to be performed during the
Edo period (1603-1867), though not as frequently
as before. During the 6th year of Keicho (1601) and
the 2nd year of Genna (1616), it was performed as
prayer for Tokugawa leyasu's recovery from illness.
At this time, there were no performances by the
Emperor or his close advisors, and the performances
were carried out only by specialized musicians.

The Senben-gaku of
Tennoji Gakuso Used for
Rainmaking during the Edo Period

This type of Senben-gaku was also performed by
the Tennoji Gakuso troupe during the Edo period
(1603-1868). A detailed record is preserved in the
"Shinsen-gakudo-ruijo-taizen" written by Oka Masana,
a performer at Tennoji. In the 16th year of the Kyoho
Period (1731), a severe drought extended from the
end of May to the middle of July - especially in
the village around Tennaji, which is located on a
plateau, - and it seems that the whole area suffered
and withered away. Hearing that there was a way to
pray for rainfall through Gagaku, the village chiefs
came to the troupe on July 8 to plead with them for
such a performance. The musicians at the troupe
were quite hesitant, uncertain if they could produce
any result with their "humble status", but in the end
they were so moved by the chiefs’ pleas that they
had no other choice but to accept the request.

The rainmaking concert of Senben-gaku was to
be performed by eight Tenngji musicians in the
Kitamura Ujigami Shrine located on the shore of
Arahaka in Tennoji Temple. On the 10th day of
the seventh lunar month, the musicians abstained
from eating meat, purified themselves with water
and put on Kariginu clothes. Oka Masana acted
as the head priest, performed the ritual in front of
the bamboo blind in the shrine hall and recited
the prayer for rain. On the first day, after playing
the Ichikotsu scale tune, "Kasui-raku" ("Music of

rivers and water") was played three times, since it
was a piece associated with water. On the 11th, the
middle day of the ceremony, the musicians played
the Hyo-jo scale tune and then performed Senbenr-
aku of "Gojoraku-no-kyt". Since there were eight
musicians, the actual number of repetitions must
have been 125. Halfway through the performance,
they returned to the Gagaku-kan (the rehearsal hall
and greenroom) in Tennoji Temple and rested for
a while, whereupon gusts of wind started blowing
from the east, carrying with them dust and raising
clouds. The villagers rejoiced, believing this to be
a sign of divine intervention, and brought lanterns
and taiko drums, beating them as they circled the
shrine three times.

On the 12th and final day of the concert, after
playing the Banshiki scale tune, the musicians
performed Senben-gaku of "Seigaiha". It seems that
when performing the Senben-gaku as a rainmaking
ritual, "Seigaiha" was chosen most often - as a piece
closely associated with water. After repeating one
set five times, the musicians took a break, and at
that point, a light rain began to fall. In the evening,
after they had performed another 20 repetitions of
"Seigaiha", it began to rain heavily. The villagers
again brought lanterns and taiko drums which
they beat in the front yard of the temple, dancing
for joy. After concluding the performance, one by
one the musicians expressed their gratitude to the
gods and left. On the 17th, all the musicians visited
the shrine again, performed the rituals, expressed
their gratitude to the tutelary deities as well as
the Dragon God (protector of water) and offered
seven pieces of music, including "Kaibai-raku" and
"Shunnoden-sattd” in the Ichikotsu scale.

In the first part of today's performance, Fujivama
Senjiro of Shochiku-Shinkigeki troupe will appear
as a Tennoji musician, and the performance will be
based on the rainmaking performance during the
draught of the Kyoho Period. What do you think -
will it rain?

The Magical Power of Bugaku

in the "Shoryo-e" Ceremony

As it utilized the magical power of Gagaku music,
Bugaku was also thought to strongly appeal to the
gods and Buddha. The Bugaku which was formed
in Japan is characterized by the repetition of similar
gestures - an act that was thought to have the same
ritualistic, wish-fulfilling efTfect as Senben-gaku. The
Shoryo-e ceremony at Tennoji Temple, which is a
memorial service for the spirit of Prince Shotoku,
features several Bugaku pieces that function as a
form of magic spells.
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The 51st Tennoji-gakuso Garyokai

GAGAKU CONCERT

The Power of Magic in Tennoji Bugaku

On November 27, Monday, 2023 Open at 5:30p.m. Start at 6:30p.m.

INTRODUCTION - Gagaku,

Tennoji Gakuso and Garyo-kai
Gagaku is the oldest form of traditional music
in Japan, performed during Imperial Family cer-
emonies as well as many Shinto rituals. Between
the Nara and Heian periods (8-9c. AD), Japan
sent envoys to the Sui and Tang dynasties. The
envoys brought back various technologies and
cultural phenomena. Among them were various
musical instruments, songs, dances and other
types of performing arts.

Around the middle of the Heian period, the
nobility of that era further moulded these arts
to their taste, composed new songs and blended
them together to create the art of Gagaku as we
know it today.

From a contemporary point of view, it is a tradi-
tional Japanese performing art, but it incorporates
musical instruments brought over from various
places, such as Southern China, Central Asia and
even further West via the Silk Road. The Gagaku
pieces that were composed by the aristocrats
during the Heian period are performed at ceremo-
nies and events in the Imperial Palace, and since
the Meiji era (19¢.) - during Shinto rituals related
to the Imperial Family. Since Gagaku is the oldest
traditional Japanese performing art, you could
say that it is a cultural phenomenon that has influ-
enced all traditional Japanese performing arts that
came to be after the Heian period such as Noh,
Kyogen, Heike Biwa, koto music and many others.
It is currently designated as a UNESCO Intangible
Cultural Heritage.

In modern Japan, there is a common misconcep-
tion that Gagaku originated within the imperial
family in relation to Shinto rituals, but the truth is
that its connection with Buddhism is even older
and stronger. It all started with Prince Shotoku,
who brought Buddhism into Japan.

Music has always captivated the human soul,
and in the olden days, people believed that it had
the power to appease even the gods themselves.
Buddhism was brought over to Japan from the
continent roughly 1500 years ago. In order to

please this new foreign deity called "Buddha",
Prince Shotoku decided to incorporate foreign
music in the Buddhist rituals. This foreign music
became the foundation

upon which Gagaku was developed. Since then, it
has been tradition to perform Gagaku in Buddhist
temples, and it is believed that these performanc-
es gradually spread to the Imperial Palace and the
Shinto shrines. Today's concert will be performed
by Tennaji Gakuso, who are deemed to be Japan's
oldest Gagaku troupe, based in the temple built by
Prince Shotoku himself - Shitennoji (often called
just Tennaji).

There are three core troupes that uphold the art
of Gagaku: the Ouchi Gakuso troupe, based in the
Imperial Palace, the Nanto Gakuso troupe that
operates in the Nara area, based in Kofukuji and
Kasuga Taisha, and the Tennoji Gakuso troupe
established by Prince Shotoku at Shitennoji.
These so-called "Sanpo Gakuso”, or "Three Core
Troupes”, have been the pillars of the tradition of
Gagaku in Japan since the Heian period (9-12c.).
Especially since the beginning of the Edo period
(17c.), when they came to receive the patronage
of the Shogunate, the Three Core Troupes have
been cooperating to maintain the ceremonies and
events in the Imperial Palace.

During the Meiji era (second half of 19c.), the
Emperor moved to Tokyo. Once there, the Meiji
government established a new Gagaku troupe -
the current Board of Ceremonies Orchestra,
which consisted of Gagaku performers from all
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Three Core Troupes. At this time, Tennaji Gakuso
lost the support of the government and most of
its performers left. The tradition of Gagaku in
Shitennoji seemed on the verge of extinction.

The Tennoji Gakuso in Tennoji Temple has
preserved many unique forms of dance called
"Tennoji Bugaku". These include Gagaku and
Bugaku performances during the "Shoryo-e" -
the memorial service for the repose of Prince
Shotoku. In the olden days, even Emperor Toba
and Taira-no-Kiyomori praised the beauty of
Tennoji Bugaku, which has always enjoyed
the special attention of the Emperor and the
noble circles. At the end of the Kamakura
period (early 14c.), Yoshida Kenkd wrote in
the 220th paragraph of his "Tsurezuregusa”
(Essays in Idleness) that "All things provincial
are coarse and inferior, the sole exception being
the Bugaku of Tennaji, which is equal to that of
the Capital". Realizing that this ancient tradition
must not wither away, in 1884 the people of
Osaka formed a private association to inherit
and preserve the tradition of the Tennoji Gakuso
troupe. That private association is this concert's
organiser and main performer - the "Garyo-kai
Association". The Garyo-kai has been active
for over 135 years and has been authorized by
Shitennoji to use the name "Tenndji Gakuso".
The association has a wealth of experience with
overseas performances, having held concerts
in various parts of the United States, including
Carnegie Hall, many European countries, as
well as South Korea and others. They have
received numerous awards, including this year's
40th Annual Traditional Culture Regional POLA
Award, a public award project ran by the POLA
Foundation of Japanese Culture.

Part 1.

Rainmaking music that moves

the divine spirits

Kangen (winds and strings)

Janshiki-cho Netori (prelude)

"Seigaiha" (Blue Ocean Waves)

"Seigaiha" is written with the characters for "Blue
Ocean Waves", but depending on the case it may also
be written as "Tranquil” or "Pure” Ocean Waves. It is
thought to have originated from a folk dance from
the Seigai (the Japanese pronunciation of Qing-
hai) region in western China. It is often accompa-
nied by a Bugaku dance, and became famous as the
dance performed by Hikaru Genji and To-no-chujo
in the "Festival of Red Leaves" chapter of "The
Tale of Genji". The percussion techniques are

also very distinctive - the Kakko drums are
played using the "namikaeshi" and "chidorigake"
techniques, which resemble the coming and going
of the waves, while the Taiko drums are played
using the "osagebachi" technique, meaning that
the the rhythm is delayed by half a beat. Today,
the piece is performed in the Kangen (winds and
strings) style, which features instrumental music
only.

Since its title bears a relation to water, this piece
was usually chosen for Senben-gaaku - a prayer
for rain, in which a piece of Gagaku music
is repeated many times. In accordance with
today's theme of "Magical Power”, we would like to
demonstrate how this Gagaku piece evoked the
mysterious power of rainmaking.

Bugaku "Ama" and "Ni-no-mai"

"Ama" is said to be one of the eight Rin'yu-gaku
pieces which were introduced to Japan by the
Champa (South Vietnam) monk Buttetsu during
the reign of Emperor Shomu. Judging from its
title, as well as its peculiar dance movements, it
is believed to have originated in India or Central
Asia. However, there is also a music book that
states that the piece was composed by the
musician Oe-no-Kiyokami by order of Emperor
Ninmyo (833-850).

"Ama", also known as "Onmyao-jichin-kyoku" ("Piece
that Pacifies Yin, Yang and the Earth Spirits"), has
always been considered a dance with magical
powers. It is a two-person dance classified as a Left
dance, during which the dancers wear a layered
moro-katanugi costume paired with a rolled-tail
crown. They also hold scepters and wear Zomen
- mysterious-looking cloth masks that resemble a
stylized human face.




consists of a specific type of Bugaku music that
combines Ama-ranjo and Ryo-6-ranjo — tunes
performed entirely on a transverse flute and
percussion instruments (kakko, taiko, and shoko).
The piece's structure consists of five main parts:
Deru-te, Ama, Saezuri, Shizu-ama, and Haya-ama.
The Saezuri (chirping), in particular, is entirely
without accompaniment, and the dancers perform
a kind of pantomime, breathing in unison with
each other. In the Haya-ama, the dancers leap
and run across the stage, thrashing vigorously, as
if they have transformed into wild deities.
Although sometimes performed as a standalone
performance, in most cases "Ama" is followed by
"Ni-no-mai", which can be described as a comical
imitation of "Ama". "Ni-no-mai" is also performed
by two dancers. The first wears a layered Left
moro-katanugi costume paired with a mask
called "emi-men”, resembling an old man with a
bamboo branch on his head and a tori-kabuto
(bird helmet) hanging from his waist. The second
dancer wears a mask called a "hare-men" with
a layered Right moro-katanugi costume. The
hare-men is meant to resemble the appearance
of an old woman with a swollen and ugly face. In
her hands, instead of a scepter, she is holding a
drumstick for a gaku-daiko drum. Both figures are
deliberately made to look out of place, comical,
and repulsive to the eye.

These two dancers usually appear at one side
of the stage at the end of "Ama" and sit down
to watch the rest of the dance. After the "Ama"
dancers have finished and left the stage, the two
"Ni-no-mai" dancers go onstage together and start
imitating the "Ama" dance. However, perhaps be-
cause of their old age, their feet are unsteady and
they dance clumsily, which makes the audience
laugh. In the end, much to the amusement of the
audience, the two fail spectacularly, and hastily
leave the stage.

"Ni-no-mai” is one of the comical genres of Bugaku
dances, and in the Heian period (8-12 ¢ AD) it
was performed exclusively by the Tenngji troupe,
which was referred to as "mappai" (underling)
and considered inferior to the other troupes. It
is believed that this dance is the origin of the Jap-
anese expression "to follow the Ni-no-mai steps”,
which means to imitate someone and consequently
make the same mistakes as them.

In Part 1 of today's performance, we will hold a
special staging of "Ama" and "Ni-no-mai" in the
context of the piece "Seigaiha" and its function as a

rainmaking ritual. Please enjoy the performance.

Part II.

The Power of Magic in Shoryo-e
Bugaku "Enbu" (Awase-boko)

The opening dance of Part Il is called "Enbu”. This
dance is believed to have originated during the
ancient Chinese Shang dynasty, when King Wu
worshipped the gods of heaven and earth in the
pastures near Shang. The dance is performed by
two dancers from the Left and Right respectively,
each wearing a layered costume and holding a
halberd in hand.

This dance is performed at the beginning of every
ceremonial Bugaku performance, as it is meant
to purify the area and expel all evil spirits by the
vigorous swinging of the halberd.

After the overture called Shae-ranjo, which serves
as a sort of fanfare to announce the beginning of
the performance, the dancers on the Left perform the
first part under the accompaniment of Shingaku-ran-
jo, played only with flutes and percussion instru-
ments. The dancers on the Right follow, performing
the second part under the accompaniment of the
Koma-ranjo. In the third part, the dancers on
the Left and Right swing their halberds in unison
while both Shingaku-ranjo and Koma-ranjo are
played, and the dance eventually comes to an
end. Today, we will perform only the third section
— Awase-boko.

- .
-
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Bugaku "Soriko"

This dance was introduced to Japan by a Paekche
man by the name of Susukori during the reign of
Emperor Suinin, and is believed to have originally
been a dance performed in ancient Korea as part
of a ritual for brewing sake. The dancers wear
cloth masks called Zomen that resemble a stylized
human face and hold a short stick called Zuae
in their hands. Zomen masks are also used in
"Ama", although they differ slightly in appearance.
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Normally, this dance is performed by four dancers,but
at the Shoryo-e of Tennoji Temple, there is a unique
custom of featuring five dancers instead of four.

In the tradition of the Shoryo-e ceremony, it is be-
lieved that "Soriko” has the power to awaken the
spirit of Prince Shotoku, who is sleeping inside the
Rokujido Shrine - the object of veneration ol Shoryo-e.
Therefore, "Soriko" is often called "The Dance of the
Prince’s Awakening" and is an indispensable part
of the Shoryo-e ceremony. This dance is followed
by the "Mijocho" ceremony, during which Prince
Shotoku's portrait called "Yoji-no-miei" is raised,
and the "Michozu" ceremony, during which water
is poured into a large basin and offered to the spirit
— all of this happening under the accompaniment
of the Gagaku piece "Kasui-raku". Untl the Edo
period (1603-1867), the leading flutist on the Right
would play using the legendary flute made by Prince
Shotoku - "Kyomizu-no-ofue” (comprising of two flutes - a
Ryuteki and a Koma flute). He would play the prelude
of "Soriko" on the Koma flute and the prelude
of "Kasui-raku” on the Ryuteki. Nowadays, when "So-
makusha" is performed at Tenndji Temple, the role of
the flute player is called "Kyomizu-no-ofue”, because
musician sits at the side of the stage dressed as
Prince Shotoku. Although there is no clear evidence,
it is likely that the leading flutist on the Right, who
plays the "Kyomizu-no-ofue”, usually performed most
of the preludes. Today, we will perform "Soriko" in
the style of "Somakusha".

After a prelude-like piece called "Ichoshi” performed
on the leading winds of Hichiriki and Koma flutes,
the melody is played again while the dancers appear
one after the other to perform a dance evoking a
unique and mysterious atmosphere.

Bugaku "Taiheiraku-kyu"

"Taiheiraku" (Great Peace) is also known as "Busho-ha-
jin-raku” ("Breaking Battle Formation”). It is assumed
that the original piece was a large-scale dance,
resembling contemporary mass games, which was
popular in China during the Tang Dynasty and was
introduced to Japan, where it was adapted into
the style of Bugaku. It is a long piece consisting
of three parts - "Michiyuki®, "Ha" and "Kyn", - and
it takes about 50 minutes to perform. One of the
unique features of this Bugaku piece is that each
part features a different tune: "Chokoshi" for the
Michiyuki, "Busho-raku" for the "Ha" and "Gakka-en"
for the Kyi section.

The dance is performed by four dancers in Chinese-style
armor wearing swords and holding halberds. In
the latter half of the "Ha" section the dancers take
their halberds in hand and swing them around. This
part is called "Hoko-mawashi" and is unique to the

laiheiraku-kyi

Tennaji Gakuso troupe.

In the latter half of the "Kyu" section, the dancers
draw their swords and circle around the stage,
swinging them from side to side. During the Shoryo-e
ceremony, the dancers unsheathing their swords is a
signal to light the bonfires placed at the four corners
of the stage. This is a vestige of ancient times, when
the ceremony was performed from dawn until dusk
- the bonfires were lit in time for the Taiheiraku
dance, as it began at sunset. This is also the signal
to put away Prince Shotoku's portrait, "Yoji-no-miei",
and for all participating priests to leave the stage.
Today, following the Michiyuki part of "Taiheiraku",
we will perform the "Kyi" section, which serves as
a magic spell to appease Prince Shotoku's spirit,
thus announcing the conclusion of the Buddhist
memorial service.

Makade-onjo "Chogeishi"

This is a piece without an accompanying dance.
It is believed to have been composed by Minamo-
lo-no-Hiromasa, a high-ranking courtier of the Heian
period and an outstanding musician. This piece has
been played since ancient times as a melody marking
the exit of the nobles and the Buddhist priests at the
end of court banquets, Buddhist ceremonies and
other similar events. In the current Shoryo-e, it is
played when the priests who lead the service, i.e. Is-
shari and Nishari, leave their thrones and withdraw
into the sanctuary.

Written by Shinryu Ono
Translated by Petko Slavow
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