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The 48th Tennoji-gakuso Garyokai
GAGAKU CONCERT

"Worhy of the capital"- Tennoji Gakuso and the Imperial Court
Online video broadcast from 24.12.2020 to 10.01.2021

INTRODUCTION
- Gagaku, Tennoji Gakuso
and Garyo-kai

Gagaku is the oldest form of traditional
music in Japan, performed during Impe-
rial Family ceremonies 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 tech-
nologies 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 traditional 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 ceremonies and events
in the Imperial Palace, and since the
Meiji era (19c.) - 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 perform-
ing 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
misconception 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 performances gradually spread to
the Imperial Palace and the Shinto
shrines. Today's concert will be
performed by Tennoji Gakuso, who are
deemed to be Japan's oldest Gagaku
troupe, based in the temple built by
Prince Shotoku himself - Shitennoji.

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 cere-

monies and events in the Imperial
Palace. If we were to draw a parallel
between Gagaku and the art of the tea
ceremony, these troupes can be likened
to the "Three Senke" schools, which
started with Sen no Rikyu and consist of
Omote Senke, Ura Senke, and Mushakoji
Senke.

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

The Tennoji Gakuso in Shitennoji 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 Kenko 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 Tennoji, 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 video's producer and
main performer - the "Garyo-kai Associa-
tion". The Garyo-kai has been active for
over 135 years and has been authorized
by Shitennoji to use the name "Tennoji
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 Founda-
tion of Japanese Culture.

The first Part

"The Sanjo Performers Worthy

of the Capital - Uji Byodo-in's
{equiem for the Buddhist Scriptures”
Tennoji Gakuso troupe is presumed to be
the most ancient of the "Three Core
Troupes". The status of these performers
was an exception from the national
employment system - being under the
authority of Shitennoji, they were
exempt from labor service in return for

playing music.

The places where people of such status
lived were generally known as "sanjo"
("scattered place"). The Ouchi perform-
ers at the Imperial Palace and the Nanto
performers in Nara, who all had proper
ranks and official status, treated the
members of the Tennoji troupe with
contempt and referred to them by the
derogatory term "sanjo performers".
However, because of their superb skills,
they were often summoned by the
nobles of the capital and together with
the Ouchi and Nanto troupes performed
Bugaku for the amusement of the Emper-
or. Among them, there were many
talented performers who mingled with
the musicians and nobles of the capital
and even received valuable presents -
such as in the case of the dancer
Hata-no-Kimisada, who left his mark on
the piece "Saisoro".

Of course, due to their low status, they
were not regularly involved in the court
ceremonies, and could not even dream
of being appointed to serve in the Impe-
rial Ouchi Gakuso troupe. Furthermore,
it was customary for the humorous
pieces such as today's "Kotokuraku" to be
performed by the ftrainees or the
lower-ranked performers, so they were
naturally assigned to the Tennoji troupe.

And so, even though the performers of




the Tennoji troupe had skills worthy of
the capital, the complications of their
social status during the Heian period
often forced them to play the roles of
clowns. This is what I would like to
express with the direction of "Uji
Byodo-in's Requiem for the Buddhist
Scriptures".

The Uji Byodo-in Phoenix Hall was built
by Fujiwara-no-Yorimichi, who at the
time was the Emperor's regent. Subse-
quently, it became the place for holding
an important Buddhist service - the
requiem for the Buddhist Scriptures that
are kept in the temple, a service presided
by generations of Fujiwara clan leaders.
[t was a large-scale service, during which
numerous  Bugaku  dances  were
performed. There is evidence that during
the Heian period the Tennoji performers
frequently participated in the ceremony
together with members of the other
Gakuso troupes. Today, we would like to
demonstrate the outstanding skills of the
Tennoji troupe and recreate the histori-
cal episode in which the aforementioned
Tennoji dancer Hata-no-Kimisada
performed the piece called "Saisoro" in
the Phoenix Hall of Byodo-in, and was
subsequently richly rewarded by the
noblemen for his awe-inspiring perfor-
mance.

[t is believed that the first dance,
"Saisoro", portrays an old man at the end

of his long life, wandering around the
mountains in search of mulberry leaves,
which are said to be the main ingredient
of the elixir of longevity. Originally, this
dance was considered a secret known
only to the Imperial court performers,
but it was eventually revealed to the
Tennoji troupe, where its tradition still
lives to this day. During the Heian
period, there came to pass an incident
that saw the bearers of this tradition in
the capital killed for reasons having to
do with the succession of this dance, and
the tradition in Kyoto was cut off. How-
ever, Hata-no-Kimisada, who had
already been initiated, reintroduced it to
the performers in Kyoto and thus
secured the continuation of the tradition.
"Saisord" has not been handed down in
the Board of Ceremonies Orchestra, so
currently it is a dance unique to Tennaoji
Gakuso.

In "Saisord", when the dancer first enters
the stage, the percussion instruments are
played three times in a row - a playing
technique unique to Tennoji Gakuso.
The resonance of the percussion beauti-
fully fits the music. The Mai-bito, or the
main dancer, is dressed in a white robe
and wears the mask of an old man carry-
ing a bundle of bamboo grass on his
head. On his waist hangs a medicine
bag, and he is holding a cane with a
figurine of a pigeon on its handle. The
dancer enters the stage holding the



Kakaryudo, or the assisting performer,
by the shoulder. When the song for the
actual dance starts, the Mai-bito begins
to dance gently while playing with the
pigeon-cane. This dance is different from
any other in Gagaku, and they say that
the role of the old man is one of the
hardest to master.

Following "Saisoro", you will see the
second dance, "Kotokuraku", which is a
piece that emulates the drinking
banquets of the "Hu" tribes of Western
Asia. As I mentioned earlier, this piece is
not simply a dance that matches the
music, but a very unusual humorous
reenactment of a banquet during which
the host, referred to as Kenpai,
welcomes the guests through pantomime
together with his servant, Heishitori.

During the time of the Sui and Tang
Dynasties, the so called "Hu" tribes were
not so much Northern peoples, but
rather Sogdians - Silk Road merchants
who, although based in Samarkand,
frequently traveled eastward. According
to a Chinese account from the Tang
dynasty, "they had deep eyes, high eagle
noses, bearded faces and seemed to love
alcohol and the performing arts". Apart
from the curious drinking habits of the
Sogdians, who did indeed have long
noses and thick beards, and would have
had plenty of difficulties to drink from a
wide and shallow bowl, it is quite inter-

esting to see that not only the host, but
also the servant in charge of filling the
guests' cups, Heishitori, is quite fond of
drinking wine. Whenever he has a
chance, he is quick to steal a gulp or two,
and by the end of the banquet he would
be quite drunk. It is fun to watch Heishi-
tori’s teeter-tottering around, as well as
each guest's unique manner of drunken-
ness.

In accordance with the overall stage
setting, the host Kenpai, being a
high-ranking aristocrat, will enter the
stage together with his guests from the
very beginning and enjoy "Saisoro" as a
spectator of the Bugaku performances at
Byodo-in. The paper mask resembling
human features worn by Kenpai is called
"Zomen", and represents a person with
certain spiritual powers. Towards the
end of "Saisoro”, the high-ranking aristo-
crat Kenpai will praise the dancer and
give him a reward.

The actual performance of "Kotokuraku"
imitates a drinking banquet hosted by
Kenpai after having attended the cere-
mony during which "Saisoro" is
performed. In the olden days, all formal
rituals in the Imperial Court were inevi-
tably followed by ceremonial banquets.
[t was customary that the banquets
would be repeated one after the other,
until eventually all formalities were
dropped. The performers of Tennoji are




good at reproducing those informal
banquets, as it is mentioned in an old
music treatise: "the Kotokuraku of
Tennoji shows exaggerated drunkenness
and the performers teeter-totter all over
the place". I hope you are amused by our
flamboyant drunkenness tonight.

The second Part

"The Imperial Mai-goran

- Dignified Court Performers"

So, even among the members of the
Three Core Troupes, the Tennoji artists
were looked down upon and referred to
as "sanjo performers" all throughout the
Heian Period. However, there was an
event that lead to a significant improve-
ment of their status. It happened in the
Muromachi FEra, during the transition
between the Onin War and the Warring
States Period. The Onin War was a civil
war lead among the samurai of the Mur-
omachi Shogunate, which started in
1467 and lasted 11 years. The main
battlefield was the capital, Kyoto, and by
the end of this meaningless war the city
was completely devastated. The civil war
exhausted the Emperor's treasury, and
all court rituals, including important
ceremonies such as Daijosai, the Great
Thanksgiving Festival, were neglected.
In addition to that, many of the perform-
ers in Kyoto had lost their lives or had
fled to the countryside. In other words,
the ceremonial Gagaku performances
within the Imperial Court were discon-

tinued.

During the Tensho era (1573~1592),
when Oda Nobunaga temporarily estab-
lished a new order centered around the
Kinai Provinces, Emperor Ogimachi
proclaimed that since the situation in the
capital had stabilised, the court ceremo-
nies would be restored. First of all, in
order to make up for the shortage of the
indispensable Gagaku musicians, he
recruited Tennoji performers to carry out
all Imperial court ceremonies. Later,
performers from the Nanto troupe were
also invited.

Thus, performers from all of the three
troupes - Ouchi, Tennoji, and Nanto -
began working together to create a
system that would allow the succession
of the tradition of the Imperial court
Gagaku. During the Edo period, when
peace finally returned to the land, the
Shogunate started including Gagaku in
various events and ceremonies, and the
Three Core Troupes were given remu-
neration amounting to 2,000 koku in
total. As a result, the Tennoji performers,
in a way, became "feudal lords" under
the Shogun's protection, with a high
status which allowed them access to the
Imperial court. They were also able to
obtain official ranks and positions and
were on equal footing with the perform-
ers of the other troupes. It was a huge
improvement compared to their status



during the Heian period. Of course,
alongside its participation in all signifi-
cant Imperial ceremonies, the Tennoji
troupe continued to carry out its trade-
mark performances for the common
people in Shitennoji and its affiliated
stages.

The largest and most spectacular Gagaku
events in the Edo period where all Three
Core Troupes participated equally, were
the Mai-goran - performances for the
amusement of the Emperor. There were
various types of Mai-goran performances
held for the Emperor's entertainment,
but the largest one was usually carried
out in mid-January to mark the conclu-
sion of the New Year's festivities. A total
of 51 people, 17 from each of the three
Gagaku troupes, took turns to entertain
the Emperor. Needless to say, it was a
great honor for the performers. Today,
Tennoji Gakuso will present a dance of
the U-mai type as it used to be
performed during the Mai-goran in front
of the Shishinden Hall. Can you see the
silhouette of the Noble One behind the
bamboo blinds? At the end of the second
part, the Noble One will evaluate the
performance of the dancers of the
Tennoji troupe.

As for the performance itself, the first
dance, "Enbu", is a ritual dance that is
always the first to be performed at a
Bugaku event. The dancers wield a

halberd in order to purify the stage and
exorcise the evil spirits. Generally speak-
ing, Bugaku dances are usually divided
into two types - "Left dances" (Sa-mai)
and "Right dances" (U-mai). In the
Mai-goran event, the Left dances were
exclusively performed by the dancers of
the Nanto Gakuso, while the Right
dances were handled by the Tennoji
Gakuso. Usually, the Left dancer wears
an orange costume, while the Right
dancer - a green one, so as to create a
striking visual contrast between the two
dancing swordsmen. Generally, "Enbu"
consists of three scenes called Sansetsu.
The first scene would be performed by
the Left dancer, the second - by the Right
dancer, and the last dance, called
Awase-boko, would be performed simul-
taneously by both. Today, we will
perform only the Awase-boko. The song
"Shueranjo", played only with flutes and
percussion instruments before the dance
begins, has a unique melody - the two
flutes on the left and right initially play
different tunes which gradually merge
together. These flutes play the role of
fanfares for the whole Bugaku event.
This old-fashioned way of holding a
Bugaku performance is probably only
preserved within the tradition of Tennoji
Gakuso.

The second performance is a dance
called "Bato". The dancer is dressed in
an orange costume, so it is originally a




Left dance, but since Tennoji Gakuso
was in charge of the Right dances, it was
treated as a Right dance when
performed in the Tennoji style within the
court. The Tennoji Bato Right dance has
a five-beat rhythm called Yatara-byoshi,
which consists of a series of two and
three beats. They say that it was invent-
ed by the Tennoji troupe because they
found the five-beat tempo more pleas-
ant.

This piece is said to have been
performed during the Great-Buddha's
Eye Opening ceremony in Todaiji in 752.
However, there are various theories
about its origin. One of them claims that
the dance depicts a man of the Western
"Hu" tribe, who battles the beast that
killed his parents. Another one says that
it depicts a certain Queen of the Tang
Dynasty, who is breaking out of the
chambers where she was confined for
going mad with jealousy.

Actually, there were two types of Bato
dance - the Left Batdo, which was
performed by the Nanto Gakuso, and the
Right Bato of Tennoji. While the Left
Bato was frequently performed during
Mai-goran, it was very rare for the
Emperor to view the Right Bato. Today,
we would like to entertain the Noble One
with our rendition of the Right Bato.

The last piece is a dance called "Kitoku".

It is a solo dance of the Right style that
was frequently performed at Mai-goran
by the Tennoji troupe, who were in
charge of the Right dances. They say
that the dance emulates the fighting
movements of Kitoku-ko, who was
defeated by Kyodo-0 during the Han
Dynasty in China. It seems that during
the Edo Period there were two versions
of this dance - the classic version,
presented at Shitennoji, and the Mai-go-
ran version. Today, although it is Mai-go-
ran, we would like to perform the
version unique to Tennoji. I wonder if
the Noble One will look upon this
version of the dance with favor.

At the end of Mai-goran, we will perform
a song called Chogeishi. It is a song with-
out a dance, which is said to have been
composed by Minamoto-no-Hiromasa - a
high-ranking noble in the Heian Court
and a skilled Gagaku artist. This song
used to be performed at the end of every
Bugaku event as an "exit" piece played as
the nobles or the monks who attended
the service were leaving.

Written by Shinryu Ono
(Vice President of the Garyo-kai Association)
Translated by Petko Slavov
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