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The Tempest Over Japanese Music

The opposition of the director of the Tokyo Academy of
Music to the inclusion of Japanese music among the curricula
of the projected University of the Arts has stirred up a tempest
among the intelligentsia and in cultural circles. The matter is
being debated pro and con by various well-known critics and
commentators ; the controversy has inspired the writing of at
least one sharply satirical literary sketch by a prominent
author ; and even the columns of this paper have been honored
by letters to the editor written on this subject by agitated
readers.

It may be, as some suggest, that the exclusion of Japanese
music from all the schools of the country would make very
little difference anyway. For it is pointed out that Japanese
music has traditionally been passed down by individual mas-
ters to their disciples through a highly personalized system of
instruction. Japanese music has never been taught to any
significant extent in any organized school ; Japanese music has

never been successfully handled through formalized instruc-
tion methods ; the highly individualized masters of Japanese
music would shunlsic.] positions in any regular school and those
who would be willing to teach in such schools would not be the
best teachers. Thus, as long as independent teachers of
Japanese music continue to pass on their art in the traditional
way, there would be no real loss to Japanese music even if it
should be barred from any particular school. Therefore the
present controversy is a mere tempest in a teacup some
contend.

But altogether aside from the practical matter of the future
of Japanese music, if the objection to including it in the
curriculum of the projected University of the Arts is based on
the idea that native culture is not worth perpetuating, except
perhaps as a antiquarian curiosity — that Japanese culture of
the future must be based entirely upon the adoption of Western
cultural forms, as the director of the Tokyo Academy of
Music seems to infer in his espousal of the study of Western
music exclusively — then the present issue bears tremendous
implications well worthy of the most serious consideration.

There is no _question that, ever since the coming of Com-
modore Perry symbolized the entry of Japan into the family of
nations, whether the Japanese willed it or not it became
essential for Japan to adapt her institutions to the inescapable
influences of the West. But in this process, too many enthusias-
tic converts to Western ways have assumed that it was desir-
able to jettison everything native and to adopt everything
Western wholesale. This is a most unsound attitude.

As one of our foreign readers has aptly pointed out, “part of
the chauvinism of the ’30s was a healthy desire to rid this
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country of an intellectual sycophancy which had earlier sapped
its cultural strength...Regionalism, folk arts, local color:
these are the words that indicate a closer tie between art and
life.”

Every intelligent Japanese will recognize that there are vast
aspects of Japanese life which should be reformed and even
abandoned, that Japan has a tremendous lot to learn from the
West. But it was the uncritical wholesale spurning of every-
thing native and the uncritical wholesale imitation of everying
Western which actually brought about the defeat of the desir-
ed reforms. A way of life of a people is not something which
can be cast off or put on like a suit of clothes. A way of life
is a living organism with deeply penetrating roots which
cannot be pulled up without causing death ; nor can a new way
of life be planted to take root immediately. A nation’s culture
may be improved by grafting new buds on the old stock, but
the original stock cannot be neglected without killing the
whole plant.

At various times in Japan’s modern history, enthusiasts for
Western ways have made the mistake of trying to tear up
native culture by the roots to supplant it with something
entirely new. The consequence has invariably been to invite a
natural reactionary movement in opposition to all change,
much to Japan’s loss. There has thus been a frustrating swing-
ing back and forth from one extreme to the other with no real
or permanent improvement. Today, once again too many
people in Japan seem to be headed in the direction of blind
worship of everything Western. Even some of those who
purport to uphold native culture do so not because of any real
appereciation of its worth, but only because certain Western

students seem to admire Japanese culture.

Let us wake up to the fact that there are aspects of Japanese
life and culture which are precious just as there are other
aspects which are evil and need to be reformed. Let us wake
up to the equally veritable fact that there are aspects of
Western life and culture which are of no use to Japan, just as
there are other aspects from which Japan can learn with great
profit.

Precisely because Japan needs to have many buds of West-
ern civilization grafted on her life in order to improve it, let us
not repeat the mistake of neglecting the root stock from which
the newly grafted buds must derive nourishment in order to
flourish. If the exclusion of Japanese music from the projected
University of the Arts is a part of the manifestation of a broad
movement to neglect native culture in favor of an uncritical
wholesale worship of everything Western, it is a danger sign
which might well stir up a storm of alarm and protest among
the thinking classes, of Japan.

("Nippon Timessy August 21. 1948)
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JAPANESE MUSIC AND ITS PROBLEM

Since western music was introduced into the Japanese public
nearly 60 years ago, it has been exercising an influential
power over music lovers of this country. A certain knowl-
edge of western music thus became indispensable for the
educated Japanese. Beethoven, Wagner and Chopin are the
most familiar name for them and their musical works have
offered them “spiritual provisions” as one of the most impor-
tant things for their lives. Especially during the war, when
people had no proper entertainment, they turned their eyes on
these western music of classic and romantic schools and
pursued these profound meanings not only as an entertainment
but as a part of study.

Though ultra-nationalism was stressed in every field, peo-
ple’s concern rested far from their national music in spite of
having been some people who firmly believed that Japanese
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music was also of high artistic value as those of western
countries.

Now the war was over. The Japanese who had groaned
under the yoke of spiritual and physical oppression of the
militarists, were emancipated and the time came for them to
express what they want.

Lively criticism was then casted on Japanese music. Has it
really modern meaning ? Will it be continuously cultivated in
future ? Or, can it vie with western music ? The discussion
was stimulated when an important problem arose as the
augument of establishing an art university combining Tokyo
Fine Art Academy with Tokyo Musical Academy, adding up
some newly established departments. The general attention
was irritated by a draft plan submitted to the Education
Department by Dr. Komiya, president of Tokyo Musical
Academy, indicating his personal opinion that the Japanese
music department should be abolished at the time when
Musical Academy is amalgamated into the art university.
According to his opinion, the Japanese music is not worth-
while to be tought in a regular course because it has not any
theoretical structure and there is no prospect of future devel-
opment both in music itself and in its instruments. Further-
more, he says, it is unrepresentative and will not help us in
elevating our character.

The objective opinions were hereupon offered by many
sources. Opposing to Dr. Komiya’s opinion, they insist that
there is also prospect of future development in the Japanese
music. Why has it stopped its development? They say if
classicism of concervatists should be lifted, it is quite sure to
resume so. The urgent problem for Japanese music is not to

shut it out from the art university but to plant new idea in
order to give stimulation. Besides, the psychological in-fluence
to the public should not be defied. The Japanese who are so
nihilistic under the present situation will simply take the
Japanese music, if it should be shut out, with the prevailing
idea “the old is no good, and there is nothing of good in our
country.”

The final decision is not yet given. But it must be done
before opening the art university. It may be said that the
problem of Japanese music is not the thing to be resolved in
itself but the problem to be worked out in connection with all
other national arts, such as Kabuki, Bunraku, Noh and Bugaku.
Nobody cannot deny these are of high artistic value. As a
matter of fact, we must not forget that these were not classic
from the beginning but have been cultivated with passion and
love by our ancestors as an important part of their lives. The
real value of art is not in its completed beauty, but in the
development created by the public toward its completion step
by step. The essence of a cultural country is not in the top-
class professors of the country but in the intelligence of
average men. At this very moment the final decision is going
to be given, again let us think of it.

("The Waseda Guardians Vol. 3, No. 16, Oct. & Nov. 1948, 10H)
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