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In a globalized world, regional musics are becoming
more accessible to a wider array of performers and audi-
ences. Simultaneously, thanks to ease of travel and com-
munication, there is an increasing number of opportuni-
ties for trans-national and cross-cultural musical collab-
oration. In this paper, I will examine how the Japanese
heritage instrument, the koto, is well suited to take part in
these globalized musical scenes. I will begin by analyz-
ing how the koto’s physicality is both primitive and ultra-
modern. Next, I will discuss the career of J/\/RZEHN,
Yagi Michiyo, a koto musician who was for a number of
years a
an improviser, she frequently performs with European free

#51- deshi in the Sawai School. Now primarily

jazz and experimental musicians on her electrified koto.
Though she is rooted in traditional koto instruction, by
choosing to leave the hierarchical iemoto structure she is
able to take full advantage of 21st century musical exper-
imentation. Finally, I suggest that Yagi Michiyo’s career,
and the koto, gives a suggestion of what musical collabo-
ration in the twenty first century will be like.

1. INTRODUCTION

With this paper, using koto as both an example and a
metaphor, I seek to move beyond current ideas on the na-
ture of Japanese music, and by extension Japanese culture.
It is now a cliché to discuss the modernity of Japanese
culture—be it John Cage reading Daisetz Suzuki or John
Coltrane playing shakuhachi on the shinkansen, Western
twentieth century modernists were obsessed with the moder-
nity of Japan. In many senses, however, mid-century moder-
nity was a Western concept that was readily applied to
decidedly non-Western situations. In the book Art Since
1900, Yve-Alain Bois writes that the Gutai Movement
was based on a “creative misunderstanding” of the mod-
ernist Jackson Pollock by the Japanese. [1] This remark
hints at how Western modernists approached Japan; though
they were enamored by traditional Japanese aesthetics and
culture, Western modernists did not necessarily consider
their fellow Japanese twentieth century artists and intel-
lectuals to be equals.  However, as we move deeper into
the twenty first century, some questions remain: what is
beyond modernity, what will truly global culture look like
in the twenty first century, and how will Japanese culture,
and Japanese music, be received within that context?
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2. THE PHYSICALITY OF THE KOTO

Though the &%, koto, is deeply rooted in Japanese tra-
dition, its simplicity and flexibility throughout its history
gives us clues as to what a truly globalized musical culture
might be like. Originally from China, the transverse harp
was widely used across East Asia. In Soshoin' , there are
multiple examples of the koto, all different shapes, from
Korea, China and Japan. [2] Thus though the koto is con-
sidered to be one main example Japanese tradition, its ori-
gins are rooted in the international trade and exchange of
pre-modern Japan. Much like Japanese religion, architec-
ture and even language, rather than supporting the myth
that Japanese are homogenous and in a totally isolated cul-
tural sphere, the koto’s roots betrays Japanese tradition’s
internationality.

2.1. Flexibility and Simplicity

Though the current koto? as we know it today, is from
the Edo period, it has been constantly updated throughout
its use. A koto is made of one hollowed out piece of il
kiri, paulownia wood and has string that are pulled taut on
the surface. The strings used to be made of silk, but are
now most frequently made from a kind of synthetic called
Tetron, which is sixty five percent polyester and thirty five
percent rayon. The ji, 1, the dividers used to tune the
koto, were once made of ivory, but are now made from
plastic as they are cheaper and disturb the vibrations from
the koto less than the ivory ji. The picks that koto perform-
ers use are called I\, tsume, nail, and are made predom-
inantly from ivory, though resin is infrequently used, and
lacquered deerskin bands. [3] Since the koto first came to
Japan, Japanese koto practitioners have updated it to suit
their needs. From using Japanese wood, to using sellotape
to adhere the tsume to the fingers, the nature of the koto is
every changing.

In order to tune a koto, ji are placed under every string
thereby raising the strings to create different notes for ev-
ery string. This type of tuning, combined with the long
length of the koto, means that the koto can be tuned to al-
most any scale. As a result of this, the koto is ideal for
cross-cultural musical collaboration. The koto can adjust
to any scale or any set of notes that the other musicians are

!'Soshoin is a repository and treasure house located on the grounds
of Todaiji temple in Nara that was built on the occasion of Emperor
Shomu’s death by Empress Komyo in 756. To this day, it has a large
collection of well-preserved historically significant objects.

2 There are multiple kinds of koto including: 13 string, 17 string
(also known as the bass koto) and 21 string (sometimes referred to as
20 string.) 13 string is the most commonly used koto, and it is safe to
assume that unless otherwise specified the koto being referred to this 13
string.

tuned to. In fact, koto practitioners have long taken advan-
tage of this flexibility. In the Meiji Period, koto perform-
ers incorporated Western musical ideas into their music
including Western musical notation and a set time signa-
ture, something that does not exist in traditional Japanese
koto music. Nowadays, koto musicians can just as easily
tune their koto to traditional scales or to western musical
scales so that they can play pop or jazz tunes.

2.2. Koto: the Pre-modern Dragon

The koto is considered to take the from of a dragon, and
the names of individual components describe its dragon
form: €M, ryuuto, dragon head HEFE, ryuubi, dragon tail,
are the top and bottom of the koto; [1#1, kuchimae, mouth
front, which covers the front decoration of the wood; H&
75 ryuuzetsu, dragon mouth, the front side of the koto; ¥
H ,ryuume, dragon eyes, the holes where the string come
out, among others. [4] It is possible that this dragon sym-
bolism is further evidence for international nature of the
koto; the symbolism of the dragon is ever present in Chi-
nese culture, and is deeply connected to power, emperor
worship and cosmology. [5] Thus the words to describe
the koto also betray its international origins.

3. A CASE STUDY: YAGI MICHIYO

Yagi Michiyo is a koto practitioner who takes full of
advantage of the koto’s many possibilities, and has evolved
throughout her career to explore different successive styles.
Born in Tokoname, Aichi Prefecture, to a koto teacher
mother, Yagi began learning koto at the age of three, but
switched to the piano soon after. [6] It was not until she
heard a bass koto piece on the radio as a high school stu-
dent that she decided to begin studying koto seriously. She
became a 51 deshi, or student of the Sawai School of
koto, a newer sub school within the Ikuta school of koto.
The word deshi in Japanese is often translated as student,
but perhaps apprentice is a closer approximation. Im-
plicit in the term is a series of expectations of behavior.
There is a sense of loyalty, an expectation that you will
respect your teacher’s work over all others. A deshi goes
to her teacher’s performances, sets up and packs up so the
teacher can prepare for the show, and rest afterwards. In
certain cases, the deshi is little more than an unpaid ser-
vant, living in the teacher’s home, cleaning and cooking,
preparing for the teacher’s performances, and rarely prac-
ticing their own music. In fact, Yagi first came to Tokyo
from her hometown to be a live in deshi at the home of
the Sawai School’s ZXJn, iemoto, head of a formalized,
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hierarchical school, and was dismayed to realize that this
was what was expected from her. This, combined with a
number of formative experiences in her twenties led her
to desire to go beyond the confines of Japanese traditional
koto music and use the koto to its fullest extent.

In 1991 Yagi Michiyo was a visiting scholar at Wes-
leyan University. It was here that she first experienced
creative musical freedom. At Wesleyan University there
were weekly concerts where students were expected and
encouraged to perform their own compositions. Unlike
her experience as a deshi, where she had studied for many

years and was still expected to primarily perform her teacher’s

music, these students—who in some cases could hardly
play their instruments—were expected to be musically cre-
ative. At the same time, she began playing with New York
based improvisers including John Zorn, and began play-
ing non-traditional musical styles associated with the New
York downtown music scene. These two experiences led
her to quit the Sawai School and begin using the koto in
experimental international musical contexts.

As an independent performer, Yagi takes full advantage
of twenty-first century cross-cultural experimental musi-
cal collaborations, and has exploited the many possibil-
She
has collaborated with a guitar maker to electrify her koto
using microphones typically used for electric guitars so
that she can play with drummers and other instruments
that might normally drown out a koto. She hits the koto
with drumsticks and mallets and it becomes a percussive
instrument. By using a bow on her koto, she incorporates
She
performs frequently with Peter Brotzmann, the German

ities of the flexible koto to suit her musical needs.

Western string instrument sounds into her music.

free jazz saxophonist, and former Fluxus painter, and Paal
Nilssen-Love, the Norwegian drummer, as well as other
European experimental or free jazz musicians. She some-
times performs at embassies with visiting folk or regional
musics musicians, and enjoys going on tour and perform-
ing with various musicians. She listens to a wide range of
non-Japanese rock, jazz, electronic and improvised mu-
sic. Though she knows many Japanese traditional tunes
from her koto studies, I have yet to hear her listen to other
koto or traditional Japanese music. Thus, she fully par-
ticipates in and positions herself within the international
experimental musical scene.

At the same time, her work continues to be rooted in
Japanese musical tradition. One of her aims is to increase
the number of people who perform and listen to the koto.
She encourages many people to study with her, even if
they are beginners. She proudly states that the only time
she left Japan without her koto was when she went to

Hong Kong on her honeymoon. Other than that, she only
travels abroad to perform and thus raise awareness of the
koto. In addition, given that she is one of a select group of
trained koto musicians who chose to leave a koto school,
she is sometimes asked to give her opinion on the nature
of traditional musical education in Japan. Though she is
very polite in public, she does not lie about her feelings;
she states that if the iemoto system with its expensive fees
and rigid structure continues, there will be less and less
people able to play the instrument. Without new talent,
the creativity and vitality of the field will diminish and the
koto will become merely a museum piece. [7] Though
she never goes as far as to say so, she seems to believe
that it is part of her mission to change the landscape of
koto education and performance. Thus Yagi’s career is
both national—focused on the koto, a Japanese heritage
instrument, and training students within Japan— and in-
ternational—she performs with musicians worldwide, and
aims to increase appreciation of koto worldwide.

4. CONCLUSION: THE DRAGON ARISES ONCE
AGAIN

Yagi Michiyo’s career is suggestive of what music mak-
ing will be like in a truly globalized twenty first century.
Yagi’s career is local and cross-cultural; she is both trying
to change musical culture within her one specific regional
musical tradition, and is taking part in the international
free jazz and experimental musical scenes. Her choice of
instrument, the koto, is both regional and international—it
is deeply associated with Japanese cultural legacy, yet its
pre modern origins are cross-cultural, and it is related to
instruments in China and Korea. At the same time, the
koto’s malleability and flexible tuning make it well suited
to international collaboration. Both the physical structure
of the koto and the way it has been played has changed
throughout its existence, which makes it flexible enough
to be able to be played in a variety of international musical
situations.

Thus the koto is a metaphor for what a truly global-
ized musical culture will be. It is rooted in history, yet its
tradition has always been flexible and open to new pos-
sibilities. Similarly, in a truly globalized musical scene,
regional musics and western music will equally influence
musical performance. Musical influence will be multi-
faceted and flexible. Historical and ultra-modern exper-
imental music will be able to co-exist and co-influence.
The dragon has remained dormant and secluded over sev-
eral centuries; however, global twenty first century may
allow the primitive physicality of the dragon to reemerge.
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