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Abstract

Towards a Universal Language: (Evaluating Autonomy, Identity, and the Metropolis in
the legacy of Japanese Experimental Music) attempts to survey the rise and evolution of
radical Japanese avant-garde music throughout the second half of the Twentieth century.

Analysing the vast economic and social changes that have occurred within Japan’s
Metropolitan centre over the past half-century, the study draws together diverse areas of
research including Japanese modernist composition, jazz, electronic, improvisational and
experimental psychedelic music, examining each within the context of key social, political,
and art historical issues.

The legacy of avant-garde music in Japan, which began to take initial root during the
post-Hiroshima era under allied occupation, embodied for the first time in centuries a
progressive, indigenous form of Japanese music that relied neither upon bland mimicry of the
West, nor nationalistic adherence to its own folk traditions. The research presented within this
thesis focuses upon issues of creative independence, identity, and cultural autonomy,
examining the pursuit made by successive generations of defiant, ofien anarchic avant-garde
musicians and sound artists, to develop a creative language that was/is independent of
dominant cultural and artistic practises in Japan. These dominant mainstream trends have,
throughout Japanese history, been predominantly manifest in either its artists’ nationalistic
adherence to traditional folk culture, or unoriginal mimicry of European and American
fashions.

The study examines the relationship between Japan and the West at each point in history,
and the effect both contemporaneous and residual historical-political factors have had upon
cultural exchanges between the two. It also considers the attitude of individual Japanese
artists to both traditional Japanese culture and that imported from the West, as well as the way
in which the avant-garde communities of Tokyo have historically reacted to, been informed
by, and evolved as a result of the specific conditions and changing nature of the city itself.

The foremost aim of the study is to establish a modern historical lineage of radical avant-
garde music in Japan, examining how the historical, political and cultural relationship
between Japan and the West, as well as external political, social and cultural factors
(historical and contemporaneous), have influenced the development of Japanese experimental
music itself, and the possible reactionary nature of that work.

Towards a Universal Language considers the extent to which Japanese experimental
music at its most progressive, challenging, and anarchic, can be defined historically by it’s
autonomy from Japanese tradition and Western mimicry - remaining throughout its multiple

incarnations over the last fifty years, a statement of the new, the contemporary, and the

independent.
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JAPANESE MODERNISM ‘BENEATH THE VENEER OF
APPROPRIATION’

0.1 Introduction

Intellectuals should be criticised for bringing the theory of modernism — let alone
postmodernism — to art without considering theoretically such facts as the

structural differences between different cultures and societies
(Asano, 1994, p.71)

Japan is a country with many people, and many different aspects to its music
scene, of course... But one interesting thing is the fact that anyone from another
culture can approach a country’s music from a different point of view. So for
example, Japanese kids growing up can hear American rock and roll, and also
hear European experimental music, and then start a band that combines rock
with experimental music in ways which wouldn 't occur to an American kid.

(Mason Jones, 2001, p.47 - Japanese Independent music)

European and American journalists don’t really understand the differences
within the Japanese independent music scene. Musicians have grown up in very
tiny rock clubs and other uncommercial experimental venues. This has resulted
in a melting pot of the various Japanese dialects and young people s slang.

(Haco, 2001, p.49 — Japanese Independent music)

We learned everything about music from the American and European music. We
have no Japanese musical roots... Our musical roots are the music of other
countries. Japanese style is also based on imitation but it is not analytical, it's
obscure. When they start to copy something, they will soon find themselves going
in a different direction. It is not important for them to make a precise copy.

(Uchihashi Kazuhisa, 2001, p.51 - Japanese Independent music)

Modern Japan has spent a long time trying to discover itselfin the huge Western
European mirror, but now that some time has passed, it should try to see itself in
those countless fragments of mirror. But the ability to unite those numerous
scattered, distorted images is called imagination. And the power to do that
requires an act of will,

(Takemitsu, 1995, p.70)
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The research presented within this thesis attempts to survey the history of radical
avant-garde music in Japan, It focuses specifically upon the most subversive and anarchic
Japanese music of the post-war period', drawing together a rich and diverse range of
historical, social, and musical sources. As a body of work, it perhaps represents one of the
first studies to analyse, with such inclusive historical and stylistic scope, the development of
such rebellious aural art in Japan, placing the subject within the context of social, political,
and art historical issues, already familiar to discourses around visual and performance arts.

As well as providing a chronological account of the history of the most challenging
Japanese experimental music, each chapter engages with a specific thematic issue. Chapter

One establishes a number of themes that subsequently run throughout the duration of the
study, discussing the Japanese avant-garde immediately after world war two, and the social,
political, and artistic context in which they worked. Focusing largely upon the career of Toru
Takemitsuy, it introduces a number of key ideas regarding Japanese avant-garde culture: in
particular, the attitude of avant-garde artists towards their native cultural heritage; the
influence of the West; and the endeavour to develop an autonomous and universal cultural
language.

Chapter Two deals most directly with the idea of Japanese avant-garde music as an
oppositional, reactionary phenomenon, examining the role and cultural status of jazz and free
jazz music during the 1960s. The chapter looks closely at the decade’s heated social and
political climate, which saw the outbreak of anti-ANPO riots in and around the Shinjuku
district of Tokyo ~ an area then renowned as both a centre for the student community, and
place most commonly populated by jazz kissas, the Japanese jazz cafes. While Japanese
protest folk (styled upon the American genre of the same decade) is the music most overtly
associated with Tokyo’s political unrest at that time, Chapter Two nevertheless examines the

origins of Japanese free jazz in this context, discussing both the highly politicised nature of
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American free jazz, and the work of a few pioneering Japanese avant-garde artists. In

particular, the work of Masayuki Takayanagi is examined here.

Chapter Three, From Group Sounds to Avant-garde, traces the development of
Japanese psychedelic music from its origins in mid-1960s Japanese popular culture (when
emphasis was simply placed upon recreating the formula laid out by American and British
pop groups) to present, where the term psychedelic possesses unique, and strictly avant-garde
connotations, Looking initially at the notion of cultural mimicry, it examines more widely
how psychedelic music as a concept has changed and evolved in Japan over a number of
decades to gain severance from, and in a sense surpass, its origins in 1960s youth culture.

Specifically addressing the work of contemporary sound artists, Chapter Four looks at
Tokyo itself, seeking to examine how the unique conditions of the city influence both the
lives and work of the avant-garde. Looking at recent social conditions such as Hikikomori,
and drawing parallels with the work of Japanese artists currently working in other media, it
focuses largely upon the work of contemporary improvisers, whose approach to soundwork
has evolved in direct response to their immediate environment. The chapter discusses the
influential emergence of Onkyo during the late 1990s at the Off Site Gallery —a venue which,
like the jazz kissas of the 1950s and 1960s, owes its unique identity and character to the

nature of Tokyo itself, and the physical restrictions the city imposes upon its residents.

' Rather than upon Japanese experimental music as a whole
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0.2 ‘Overcoming Modernity’ in Japan

Historical Context

One can see a posture by which the Japanese community has consistently
sought out its own identity — its belief in a self-sameness, nurtured for more
than ten centuries — to face the incessant intrusion of the modern era as a

product of enlightened reason. (Monroe, 1994, p.27)

Translated roughly as ‘overcoming modernity’, Kindai no Chakoku was the title given
to a 1942 academic conference held in Kyoto. The essential aim of the forum was to evaluate
the nature, and future development, of modernism in Japan — looking to establish a cultural
direction for the future that neither blindly followed the lead of the West, nor resisted
modernisation as an imposing foreign threat. Throughout the history of Japan, the confusion
between westernisation and modernisation often resulted in episodes of nostalgic revivalism
and the popular rise nationalistic values.

Attendees at the conference sought to pioneer a future for Japan that was both
forward-looking and modern, yet autonomous and independent of western developments: a
cultural direction that exclusively represented and reflected contemporary Japan, and which
would be instrumental in determining the nation’s future development.

As historian Alexandra Monroe points out, ‘The Kyoto debate was the culmination of
decades of intellectual protest against western political, economic, and cultural influence in
Asia. On one hand, this movement grieved the passing of traditional Japanese values in the
wake of industrialisation ...on the other hand, it was related to leflist revolutionary ideals

which defended a modernisation process that relied neither on western models nor reified

traditional forms.” (Monroe, 1994, p.23)
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Modern Japanese art has been regarded, throughout the course of the twentieth
century, as a problematic and paradoxical phenomenon in the West. Informed by the
presumed ‘universality’ of the Western art historical values, dominant European and
American discourses often seemed unanimous in the conclusion that Japanese art could only
ever really exist outside the realms of modernism-proper®.

Throughout history, mainstream Japanese art and culture has seemed to shufile
between opposing and contradictory poles, moving sequentially between cycles of
westernisation and nationalism with the passing of each era. When artists in Europe and
America were first pursuing what came to be seen as the modernist ideal’, exploring and
transcending boundaries throughout the arts, art in Japan was generally regarded to have
changed very little. It seemed to many Western onlookers that Japanese artists were simply
continuing to do much the same as they had always done: i.e. either producing highly
derivative work based largely upon Japan’s ancient folk traditions; or superficially imitating
the latest Western trends, taking pride in their ability to imitate rather than innovate. In either
case, 1t was presumed in the West that Japanese art, by its very nature*, would never be able
to truly encompass (inherently Westem) modemist ideals.

This perception of Japanese modernism, however, is symptomatic of a much deeper
fixed idea about Japanese culture on the whole that, for centuries, has continued to linger and

misguidedly inform Western views.

Central to this, particularly during the latter half of the twentieth century, is the
common misreading of Japan as a mixed-up and unfathomable place — a nation characterised
by a multiplicity of contradictions and cultural paradoxes that divide and define its culture in
equal measure. Such tensions are often thought to be manifest in the perceived failure of

Japanese society to find resolution between native culture and imported culture, or the uneasy

? {.e. The Western perception of modernism

> The efforts made by artists during the first half of the twenticth century to challenge and displace the
principles upon which art in the nineteenth century had been based. In the visual arts, for example, this
meant non-representational aesthetic, structural, and technical concerns overtook the traditional

emphasis placed upon explicitly conveying meaning, and representing subject matter.
‘i.e. As non-Western art
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way in which cultural elements of the past and the present remain at odds, with conflicts
between the traditional and the innovative; the ancient and the progressive.

Throughout history, the prevailing attitude within Japanese society towards Western
culture can be seen not only to have characterised key historical periods, but also served as
the catalyst for social, political and cultural change. Both the Meiji Restoration and the period
immediately following the Pacific war, for example, were defined and shaped (albeit under
different circumstances) by how Japan related to the West, as Japanese culture moved swiftly
from outright rejection to the enthusiastic appropriation of Western culture.

In many respects, modernism has historically been considered the fundamental
preserve of the West — a worldview pioneered and effectuated by European and American
minds. Throughout the twentieth century, the idea that a country such as Japan could possibly
be capable of developing its own unique modernist ideal was, in the West at least, hardly
considered. As historical accounts of Japanese history frequently concur, ever since
Commander Matthew Calbraith Perry arrived upon Japanese shores in 1853, his black war
ships grimly demonstrating the might of the industrialised world, modernism was regarded in
Japan as the product and sole dominion of the Occident. Up until that point, Japan had
undergone 250 years of self-imposed international isolation under the Tokugawa Shogunate,
remaining an agrarian nation severed from the dealings and developments of the outside
world. That the modernist ideal could be something wholly unrelated to, distinct from, or
independent of Western culture was inconceivable, not only to Western minds, but the
majority of Japanese also.

Throughout the decades that followed, as popular accounts usually attest, Japan
sought only to learn from Western industrialised nations, emulating as closely as possible the
means and methods by which it could produce such technology. From this perspective, Japan
was simply seeking to catch up with the Occident - to westernise - and gave no mind to the
idea of pursuing its own independent modernist identity.

Writers, historians, academics, and artists in Japan, as well as those in the West,

posited Western value systems as universal. By apprehending Western modernism as
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universal modernism, the ‘non-Western’ modernity of Japan could subsequently only be
regarded, within and outside of Japan, as inauthentic, subordinate and artificial.

Japan was the first Asian country to self-consciously Westernise during the late
nineteenth century, driven by the perceived need to catch up with industrialised Western
nations. Furthermore, the military threat posed by the Occident made it a matter of urgency
that Japan acquire modern skills and techniques, not only in the fields of science and industry,
but most notably that of warfare. Of these objectives, the Japanese state pursued the latter
with such inexhaustiveness and intensity, that it incorporated not only the study of Western
technology and tactics, but also the whole culture of modern warfare — including music.

Together with the re-establishment of music classes to schools and religious song’,
the arrival of military marching music was key to the initial introduction of Western-style
music to Japan. The first marching band was established under the guidance of Irish
bandmaster John Fenton Williams around 1870, and the growth of Western-led military music
in Japan resulted in concerts and performances becoming popular with the public. It was the
importation of music in this way that, for example, brought about the composition of Kimi ga
yo, Japan’s national anthem.

Japan’s graduation from isolated agrarian nation to post-industrial global force,
constitutes something of a highly-accelerated progression and, according to some historical
commentaries, is partly responsible for the rapidly evolving, high-speed culture now
frequently associated with Japanese life by Westerners.

Although Japan’s interest in the West (i.e. in adopting facets of Western culture and
technology) was initially undertaken as a matter of self-preservation, by the 1880s
Westernisation had gone far beyond the pursuit of military and technological know-how. As
Endymion Wilkinson has suggested, by embracing European and US institutions, laws, even

ideas, ‘Japan saw a way in which to become ‘fiikoku kydhei’ (‘a rich and powerful country®)

in 1ts own right, (Wilkinson, 1991, p.43).

> Religious song was re-introduced following the revocation of anti-Christianity laws in 1873.
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0.3 ‘Autonomy’ in Japanese experimental music

Translated to mean ‘autonomy’, the concept of Jiko hon'I represents, on a number of
levels, a key principle underlying the development of Japanese avant-garde music during the
latter half of the twentieth century. Discussed by writer Natsume Soseki (1867-1916) at the
turn of the century, Jiko hon'I signalled the realisation that many of the cultural values
presumed, during the Meiji era, to be ‘universal’, were in reality derived from the dominant
Western patriarchy and possessed little real grounding or pertinence in Japan. Under the
precept of autonomy, Soseki strove to underline how crucial it was for Japanese artists to
reject the largely accepted imposition of ‘universal’ Western ideas and conventions.

Following the ruin and devastation of the Pacific war, when many in Japan saw
American culture as the key to their own country’s revival, an alternative and reactionary
form of Japanese music evolved in isolation: music that relied neither upon bland mimicry of
the west, nor nationalistic adherence to native folk traditions. For avant-garde composers like
Toru Takemitsu, this spirit was reflected in the impulsive creation of genuinely contemporary
art — art that was the product of everyday personal experience.

In focusing upon the issue of cultural autonomy, the following study examines the
quest undertaken by successive generations of avant-garde musicians and sound artists, to
develop a creative language that was/is independent of mainstream cultural trends in Japan.
These mainstream trends have, throughout Japanese history, been predominantly manifest in
either its artists’ nationalistic adherence to traditional folk culture, or unoriginal mimicry of
European and American fashions,

In considering this, the following thesis will, in part, seek to analyse radical Japanese
experimental music in relation to the vast changes that have characterised and shaped post-
war Japanese society, tracing its development as a reactionary phenomenon. Here, the idea of
autonomy exists in the legacy of artists and musicians who stood apart from, and in

opposition to, the political and cultural mainstream.
10
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Utilising not only popular and experimental methods from Europe and America, but
also musical strategies derived from indigenous Japanese practises, what resulted was the
growth of an avant-garde lineage that evolved independently of dominant artistic practises in
Japan. This legacy of avant-garde music, which initially began to take root during the post-
Hiroshima era under allied occupation, embodied for the first time in centuries a progressive,
indigenous form of Japanese music that relied neither upon bland mimicry of the West, nor

nationalistic adherence to its own folk traditions.

11
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0.4 Literature Review and Research methodology

The primary aim of this thesis is to trace the development of the most dissident
experimental music and sound art in Japan throughout the second half of the Twentieth
century, from the end of World war Two to present. The study will look to examine the
development of the musical avant-garde within Japan’s metropolitan centre, considering the
mass economic and social changes that have occurred over the past half-century.

The recent influx of articles, journals, and publications (over the past few years in
particular) covering various aspects of Japanese avant-garde music, clearly reflects its
increasing international prominence, and recognition as one of the most vital and dynamic
grounds in the development of contemporary new music. Despite this however, there appears
to be, as the opening quotes suggest, a sense in which Western journalists are still striving to
get to grips with, demystify, and satisfactorily ‘understand’ the work of Japanese
experimental musicians. No doubt, the centuries dominated by (often politically motivated)
stereotypes and misinformed perceptions about Japan have played their part in this, and the
insidious legacy of such views - both in Japan and the West - is something I will return to.

In tracing the history of Japanese avant-garde music, the thesis is written from a
consciously Western perspective, with one of the principal aims being to consider the way n
which existing Western literature has interpreted Japanese avant-garde music, taking into
account the history and nature of understanding, misunderstanding, and — most importantly -
genuine cultural exchange between Japan and the West. In considering the extent to which
widespread perceptions of Japanese culture in the West might, for example, still be influenced
by long-standing misrepresentations and stereotypes of Japan, it was important to examine the
historical and political factors that led to the formation of those stereotypes in the first place.

While a number of existing and recent studies successfully analyse either the work of
renowned Japanese musicians, or the historical development of specific musical genres in

Japan, it was clear to me at the outset of my research, that very little had been written which

12
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sought to coherently bring together the historical lineage of experimental and pioneering

Japanese avant-garde music as a whole.

The vast scope of the subject, as well as the ever-evolving nature of contemporary
experimental music in Japan®, makes it impossible for the study to attempt to deal
exhaustively with the activities and minutiae of any one artist, movement or moment in
history. Indeed, notable bodies of research have been produced which deal specifically with
individual avant-garde artists, movements and genres. In part, one of the intended functions of
this thesis is to bring together existing research into such areas as Japanese modernist
composition, jazz, improvisonational, and experimental psychedelic music which - while
often comprehensive — have remained largely self-contained areas of research. The present
study will seek to identify and discuss the common artistic, social and historical links between
each of these moments at their most experimental and subversive, mapping out a compelling
historical lineage of anarchic Japanese experimental music.

In The music of Toru Takemitsu, Peter Burt goes to great lengths to examine the
compositional techniques and methodologies of the composer, analysing the structures
beneath all of his most renowned works. More interesting to the course of my own research,
however, were sections that dealt with Takemitsu’s attitude to both Western culture, and the
culture of Japan. Burt places the composer’s early rejection of his native culture within the
context of his experiences during the Pacific war, and the conspicuous relationship Takemitsu
saw between traditional Japanese music and the ultra-nationalist regime under which his
country had been led to war. Traditional Japanese folk music and art had, after all, been the
key propagandistic tool by which patriotism and loathing for the enemy had been incited.

Burt usefully pinpoints key stages in the career of Takemitsu, all of which revolve
around perceptions of Japan and the West: firstly, his rejection of Japanese culture and love of

Western modernism; his re-discovering of Japanese culture through the eyes of Western

modernism’; his attempts, through compositions such as November Steps, to blend East and

® Spurred by the often prolific nature of the respective artists
" In particular, this relates to Takemitsu’s fascination with the work of John Cage

13
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West; and the final stage of his career, in which the composer sought to transcend

geographical and cultural definitions of music altogether —to ‘swim in an ocean that has no

East or West’.

The artistic life of Toru Takemitsu, shaped as it was by his own complex relationship
with Japan and the West, perhaps epitomises many of the issues and tensions that have
subsequently remained at the heart of the development of Japanese avant-garde music.

Noriko Ohtake’s Creative Sources for the music of Toru Takemitsu further examines
the composer’s journey, as he constantly sought throughout his life to find a resolution (in his
own mind) between his position as Japanese composer and avant-gardist. This eventual
resolution, ultimately, was to nullify and discount the relevance of geographical boundaries

(i.e. physical points of origin) to the reception of music. In tracking Takemitsu’s career, the

evolution of his creative, philosophical and aesthetic principles, Confronting Silence, a
collection of the composer’s own writings, is an essential resource. Many of the essays and
lecture notes compiled deal, particularly, with the composer’s own ongoing efforts to
overcome not only the mental, historical, and creative boundaries between Japan and the
West, but the inaccurate perceptions such compartmentalising terms can often lead to in
music. As he asserts in Noh and Transience (1980), for example, ‘I dislike generalisations
such as “Western” or “Eastern,” for even in such a simply constructed instrument as the flute
one can hear subtle differences of a cultural nature in different geographic areas’ (Takemitsu,
1993, p.56)

The catalyst for Takemitsu’s initial reawakening to Japanese music was the work of
John Cage, a Western modernist composer obsessed with Eastern philosophy, and Japanese
Zen Buddhism in particular. Helen Westgeest’s Zen in the Fifties: Interaction in art between
East and West looks specifically to examine why, in the first place, influential Western artists
in the wake of World war Two, saw Eastern philosophy as the basis upon which a new avant-
garde language could be based.

The relationship between Japanese and American culture is also discussed at length

within the context of jazz music in E. Taylor Atkins® Blue Nippon: Authenticating jazz in

14
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Japan. Atkins® account is notable in that it brings into play a number of issues that are
fundamental to the history of Japanese avant-garde music also. For instance, the long-
established practice of cultural mimicry in Japan, and the way in which such attempted
imitation — when got wrong — has often led to a uniquely indigenous Japanese version of its
model. The unique locations and venues provided by Japanese cities such as Tokyo (due to
the lack of available space) was also pivotal in shaping the development of Japanese jazz, and
has remained so to the development of live music in the ensuing years.

Other recent publications, such as the bi-lingual periodical Improvised music from
Japan, and Japanese Independent music, published by Sonore, provide access for English
language speakers to contemporary Japanese avant-garde music, including essays and
interviews with Internationally recognised practitioners and commentators. Sonore’s text also
offers an A-Z directory listing Japanese musicians and groups, although the accelerated pace
at which new artists develop and come to the fore in Japan, would require updated editions to
be published annually, at least, to remain up to date.

The foremost aim of this thesis is to trace and establish the modern historical lineage
of Japanese avant-garde music, following its development from the immediate post-
Hiroshima generation, to those contemporary innovators whose work is attracting increasing
recognition on the international stage. This will be done consciously from the perspective of a
Western writer, assessing all relevant existing English-language literature on and around the
subject, to examine how the historical, political and cultural relationship between Japan and
the West has influenced both the development of Japanese experimental music itself, and its
reception in Europe and America.

In relation to this, a number of themes and areas for discussion will recur throughout

the course of the thesis: -

* The relationship between Japan and the West at each point in history, and the effect
both contemporaneous and residual historical-political factors have influenced

cultural exchanges between the two.

13
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¢ The attitude of individual Japanese artists to both traditional Japanese culture and
music, and that imported from the West,

e The way in which the avant-garde communities of Tokyo have historically reacted to,
been informed by, and evolved as a result of the specific conditions and changing
nature of the city itself.

e The influence of external political, social and cultural factors (historical and
contemporaneous) upon the work of artists of each period and genre, considering the

possible reactionary nature of that work.

e The concept of cultural autonomy, and the extent to which the most challenging and
anarchic avant-garde musicians in Japan have sought to define themselves against,

and in isolation from, the dominant musical mainstream of Japan.

The modern mainstream culture of Japan (art, fashion, popular culture, etc) is
caricatured or dismissed in the West as a confused, chaotic and often comical amalgam of
Western popular trends and products, mutated, misunderstood and misappropriated. For some
time, Japanese culture - popular culture in particular ~ has been written off as merely the sum
of Western cultural products indiscriminately imitated, mixed and mingled, regardless of their
original native cultural context.

In seeking to find a genuine mode of expression, however — something that was
immediate, and representative of contemporary experience (whether personal or political) —
Japanese avant-garde artists have, over the past half-century, continuously striven to achieve
independent creative identities, rejecting the dominant trend of shallow mimicry.
‘Throughout its rise to international prominence, the Japanese avant-garde has struggled with
how to preserve, transform or universalise its cultural legacy, and beneath the veneer of
appropriation, has deeply resisted the blind assimilation of western culture." (Monroe, 1994,
p.21)

Although the endeavour for creative cultural autonomy was evident during the Meiji

era, the solution was frequently seen to reside in the formulaic blending of Western
16
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modernism and traditional Japanese sensibilities. The Tokyo School of Fine Arts established

by Tenshin Okakura (1862-1913), for example, was founded upon the principle that a new

convention of modern Japanese painting could be pioneered through the combination of
traditional Japanese and Western modemist styles. Here began the search for a means by
which Japan could move forward and develop as a new, modern, internationally successful
nation, whilst simultaneously preserving its traditions and cultural heritage.

Writing during the 1930s, Jun’ichird Tanizaki expressed his opposition to the way in
which Western culture, with its emphasis upon industry, technology and capitalism, had
become an intrusive presence in Japan. Expressing his views prior to the outbreak of the
Pacific war, and before the absolute onset of ultra-nationalism, Tanizaki argued that
traditional Japanese culture provided a true *spiritual’ alternative to this fundamentally
imported and alien way of life.

According to Alexandra Monroe in Scream at the Sky, this “spirit of opposition’
demonstrated by the pre-war avant-garde, was the very thing that Japanese artists after the
war would carry forward and use to try and pioneer a new future. Scream at the Sky, edited
and contributed to by Monroe, functions as a comprehensive collection of writings which
chronologically traces the development of Japanese avant-garde art from 1945 to present
(1994). While no attention is given to experimentation in music, the essays nevertheless
provide an essential insight into the social and political conditions under which the Japanese
avant-garde have worked throughout the twentieth century. From the foundation of the Zen’ei
bijutsu-kai in 1947, for example, to the work of ‘obsessional artists® in the 1960s, it became
clear that important common aims, motives and convictions had continued to be shared
between visual, performance, and sound artists of the Japanese avant-garde.

Throughout the course of the programme of research, I was fortunate to make contact
with a number of notable figures actively involved in various areas of Japanese avant-garde

music. Ongoing email correspondence with Kazu Yasutani and Yasunori Saitoh of Japanese

Jazz label Jinya Disc provided an invaluable insight and first-hand account of the Tokyo jazz

scene of the 1960s and 1970s, specifically in relation to the life’s work of Masayuki
17
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Takayanagi. Similarly helpful was avant-garde musician and producer Hoppy Kamiyama,
whose email interviews and archived materials proved invaluable. Other similar online
communications were established, and conversations with academics such as Eckhardt
Derschmidt and practitioner/writer Frank Stofer enabled me to assess the direction and focus
of my study during the initial research phases.

This ongoing process of self-assessment while undertaking the research and writing
of the thesis was aided greatly in May 2002, when I was invited to present a paper" at the
History Matters Conference, held at The New School for Social Research in New York. The
paper I delivered focused specifically upon the phenomenon of the jazz kissas and free jazz
music during the 1960s, examining their role within Tokyo’s volatile social and political
climate, and the outbreak of the anti-ANPO riots. The feedback and discussions generated by
the paper proved invaluable, particularly (given the nature of both the conference and the
institution itself) in grounding the political and sociological context of my research.

For similar reasons of context, throughout the first phase of my programme of
research | also subscribed to a number of English-language Japanese newspapers including
Japan Today and the Daily Yomiuri, and studied elementary Japanese language as an elective
module at Liverpool John Moores University.

An integral factor in my research was also to focus upon the soundwork itself, and
throughout the duration of the study I made provision to attend as many performances as
possible. Travelling regularly to London, Manchester and Leeds, as well as venues in
Liverpool, I was fortunate enough to witness a number of performances by many of the key
contemporary artists focused upon in the study, including Otomo Yoshihide, Acid Mothers
Temple, Sachiko M, Toshimaru Nakamura, Keiji Haino, Taku Sugimoto, Boredoms, Haco,
Ishikawa Ko, Makoto Kawabata, Ami Yoshida, as well as recitals of the work of Toru
Takemitsu.

It was equally important that I was able to access the recorded output of virtually all

the artists discussed. As well as visiting retailers both personally and online, I also had some
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success in contacting many of the relevant record labels (most of which are smalli,
independent organisations, frequently run by the artists themselves) who currently release and
distribute such work. In nearly all instances I was fortunate in receiving a great deal of
interest and support, ranging from continued correspondence and offers of further
information, to CDs, catalogues, and archived press materials being forwarded. Interviews,
reviews and up-to-date listings published in publications such as The Wire - a UK-based
periodical dedicated to avant-garde music - also proved important source material,

particularly with regard to release, touring, and events information.

LIVERPOOL JOHN MOORES UNIVERSITY
Aldham Robarts L.R.C.
TEL. 0151 231 3701/3634

8 Jazz Kissa Radicals
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CHAPTER ONE

MODERNIST COMPOSITION IN THE POST-WAR PERIOD:

TORU TAKEMITSU AND THE AVANT-GARDE

1.0 Introduction: Toru Takemitsu

Conditions were harsh during the war, and the Japanese military government
brutal. But among the common people, some of them maybe remembered old
American movies, and thought that Japan couldn’t win the war. Many thought
that Japan was wrong... Toward the end of the war, I was in Junior High School.
I was working alongside soldiers in the mountains, helping to build a food
distribution base. The only songs we could sing were army songs. There was

almost no music. (Takemitsu, 19949)

The score for Minamoto Yoshitsune (1966), a Japanese period drama, marks one of
several important early steps in the career of modernist composer Toru Takemitsu. Bringing
together the musical traditions of Japan and Europe in what might be seen as a very physical,
literal way, it was for this composition that he first placed conventional Japanese instruments
such as the shakuhachi, shinobue, and ryuteki, next to the Western classical orchestra.

Eclipse (1966) represented the first transposition of these experiments into a classic
symphonic context and, importantly, was followed a year later by what is regarded to be one
of his most significant compositions'’, November Steps (1967), commissioned by the New
York Philharmonic Orchestra in celebration of its 125® anniversary. Recorded in 1967 by the
Toronto Symphony Orchestra conducted by Seiji Ozawa, it has remained amongst the most

widely received, high profile pieces of the composer’s career.

? Interview with Toru Takemitsu, conducted for the documentary, Music for the Movies: Toru
Takemitsu, directed by Charlotte Zwerin. See Bibliography for full details.
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The success of November Steps also had the (perhaps unfortunate) outcome of giving
listeners, particularly in Europe and America, a false perception of Takemitsu’s career and
life-long work. As historian Peter Burt suggests, the composition ‘had the deleterious effect of
creating the impression that the composer’s career was dominated by the attempt to create
some sort of bridge between traditional Japanese instrumental praxis and western symphonic
music.” (Burt, 2001, p.111)

In reality, only a handful of concert works openly juxtaposed Japanese and Western
musical conventions in this way, including compositions such as Distance (1972) and Voyage
(1973). However, apart from the anecdotal use of such interplay in his incidental music works
(which he would continue to explore throughout the course of his career), Takemitsu’s
appropriation and repositioning of traditional Japanese instruments within a Western context,
was never really surpassed by November Steps.

Takemitsu is largely remembered as a Japanese composer whose work succeeded on
an international level, and — in one way or another — found consolidation between Japanese
and Euro-American musical conventions. In a career spanning around forty years, his music
went through a number of notable stages that were shaped and defined by the composer’s
attitude towards Western and Japanese conventions.

To many, one of Takemitsu’s most significant achievements can be seen to have
developed during the second half of his career. By the time of the 1980s, the composer’s work
had attained a sense of creative autonomy completely in keeping with his internationalist
preoccupations, and the quest to develop a creative language that transcended geographical
cultural boundaries. Rather than being bomn of a synthesis between Western and Japanese
conventions, Takemitsu’s later compositions constituted what Koozin describes as the
adoption of, ‘an international musical vocabulary to express an indigenous aesthetic goal.’

(Koozin, cited in Burt, 2001, p.236). In other words, this was creative autonomy realised

'* As well as being one of the most famous *
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through the expression of distinctly Japanese themes by way of a language derived from

contemporary Western musical practices."

Takemitsu’s work, however, underwent a gradual journey before he was eventually
able to realise or define his intentions thus, beginning with the outright rejection of Japanese
culture during the formative stage of his career. It was largely through a fascination with the
work of John Cage (whose work dealt with chance operations, indeterminacy, and the I-
Ching'®) that Takemitsu himself first began to explore and engage with the musical heritage
of Japan. Through the interplay of Western avant-garde techniques and Japanese folk
traditions, Takemitsu had, by the 1980s, begun to consciously work towards creating music

that transcended traditional cultural and geographical boundaries.

1.1: Upon Seeking Drastic Change:

The Post-war avant-garde in Japan

In the years immediately following the Pacific war, not only was Tokyo the centre of
the Japanese art establishment, but dominant within its circles was an approach to art driven
by a Marxist and Socialist agenda.

In 1955, the Gutai Bijutsu Kyckai' held their first exhibition: a twenty-four hour
outdoor event entitled ‘experimental Outdoor Exhibition of modern Art to Challenge the Mid-
Summer Sun’. A year later, in October 1956, the group’s founder Yoshihara laid down the
core principles of the Gutai Group in a manifesto, published in Geijutsu Shincha journal.

To the dominant Socialist/Marxist contingent in Japan, whose work usually flaunted
their penchant for surrealism and social realism, the work of ﬁe Gutai Group seemed self-
indulgent and shallow, lacking the requisite social content and political engagement. Politics

was, in fact, something the Gutai Group actively set out to avoid.

& _Biogl:apher Peter Burt has also drawn attention to this point, observing in Takemitsu’s work from
this period, ‘several points of congruence between certain aspects of his own native culture ...and the
contemporary preoccupations of a number of “advanced” musicians in the West.” (Burt, 2001, p.236)

23



Towards a Universal Language

While the work of Japan’s social realists was defined by its highly political nature
and, some might say, deep-seated suspicion of the US and the West, the Gutai Group
remained detached from politics, concerned more with achieving philosophical, artistic goals.
Nevertheless, that is not to understate the movement’s underlying social and cultural aims,
which regarded the end of the war, and the fall of oppressive Japanese nationalism, as
providing them with a fresh start and new possibilities for creative freedom.

Much of Gutai’s work reflected the idea that, particularly in the immediate wake of
the war, physicality rather than symbolism was the most appropriate form of expression. As
historian Alexandra Monroe explains: ‘Deeply affected by the atrocities and betrayals of the
war, artists around the world found existential solace in the denial of symbolism, the freedom
of gestural abstraction, and the materiality of paint itself.” (Monroe, 1994, p.84)

While most obviously, the notion of physicality made itself apparent in the work of
the Gutai Group through such things as action painting and performance events (‘physical’
endeavours in the most literal sense), musique concrete has also been listed amongst the
group’s activities at that time. That musique concrete should be considered a physical
approach to art and music is related to its use of real, everyday sound, as well as the physical
manipulation of recorded sounds on magnetic tape.

Relief Statique was the first musique concrete piece produced by Toru Takemitsu,
commissioned initially as incidental music for Yasuji Inoue’s radio play Hono" (1955), and
premiered as an independent sound piece at a 1956 Jikken Kobo concert. Unaware of the
work of Pierre Schaeffer and Pierre Henry, the European innovators of musique concrete,
Takemitsu pioneered his own experiments with audio magnetic tape independently.

The career of Toru Takemitsu began with him moving in identifiably nationalistic
circles: first under the guidance of Yasuji Kiyose from around 1948, and then in 1950 when
he was invited to join Shinsakkyokuha (the New Composition Group) — a composer’s

collective founded by Kiyose and his colleagues. In December 1950, Takemitsu performed

"2 The Chinese Book of Changes
" “Gutai Art Association’, founded by Jird Yoshihara in December 1954.
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Lento in Due Movimenti, a solo piano piece, at the Seventh Shinsakkyokuha recital, for which
he received an acrimonious critical reception.

While Takemitsu was understandably hit hard by the dire critical response his
Shinsakkyokuha performance received, his attendance at the event nevertheless led his
making two opportune and important acquaintances: JOji Yuasa (composer) and Kuniharu
Akiyama (poet and music critic). It was with these and other similarly inclined artists, that
pioneer Shiizo Takiguchi founded the art movement he would name Jikken Koba".

In a manifesto-like statement set out for their first exhibition, the artists of Jikken
Kobo declared that, through an ‘organic combination’ of various art forms, they sought *...to
create a new style of art with social relevance closely related to everyday life.” (Jikken Kobo,
cited in Yoshiko Kakudo and Glen Glasow, 19985, p.xi).

Whereas Shinsakkyokuha'®, however, was decidedly conservative in its academic
musical sensibilities — particularly music of a nationalist bent - the experimental Workshop
was not. On the contrary, as one historian points out, ¢...it had a decidedly anti-academic bias
— in fact, it seems that any kind of formal musical education was a barrier to membership, and
this naturally helped consolidate Takemitsu’s position as an outsider to the highly
conservative world of institutional Japanese academic establishment at this period.’” (Burt,
2001, p.39).

On 4 February 1956, six months prior to Gutai’s ‘experimental Outdoor Exhibition of
Modern Art to Challenge the Mid-Summer Sun’, Jikken K6bo organised a showcase event
featuring musique concrete and electronic music. One of the key aims of such events was to
introduce Tokyo’s public and music-loving fraternity to the work of renowned Western
experimental composers, many of who were still largely unheard of in Japan. Compositions

by the likes of Messiaen and Schoenberg received their Japanese premieres through Jikken

Kobo performances.

:: ‘Flames’. The play was first broadcast on the radio station Shin Nikon Hoso in 1955.
“The Experimental Workshop’

' With whom Toru Takemitsu parted company in 1952)
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Another underlying intention behind such evenings was to showcase the new and
progressive music of the collective’s own members.

Born in 1930, and graduating from High School in 1949, Takemitsu was
fundamentally self-taught, although is known to have spent some time studying under the
direction of Yasuji Kiyose. However, of all of Takemitsu’s contemporaries, it was perhaps
fellow Shinsakkyokuha member Fumio Hayasaki that had the most influence upon the young
artist. The nearest thing to a teacher figure Takemitsu had during his formative years,
Hayasaki is widely remembered for film scores he was commissioned to produce for early
Akira Kurosawa films such as Rashomon (1950) and The Seven Samurai (1954).

In 1957, two years after Fumio Hayasaki died, an ailing bed-ridden Takemitsu slowly
completed a commission for the Tokyo Symphony Orchestra entitled Requiem for Strings.

The fact that Requiem was such a large and elaborate piece commissioned by the
Tokyo Symphony Orchestra, has led to the suggestion that by this time he was perhaps
beginning to outgrow the more moderate undertakings of Jikken Kobo. During the course of
the next three years, he also completed three additional commissions for the NHK, the
national broadcasting service of Japan. The first two, Tableau Noir and Solitude Sonore, were
aired on NHK in the July and November of 1958 respectively.

While in many ways a reflection of the composer’s own personal melancholy (the
title perhaps inspired by his mourning of Hayasaki), in 2 wider social context Requiem has to
some extent been associated with the period in which he grew up, and the prevailing air of
disillusionment and despondency. The experiences that, as a nation, Japan had endured
during, and in the aftermath of, the Pacific war aroused sentiments that clearly defined his
work during this formative period.

One of the most tangible factors in this was the composer’s strong anti-nationalist
feelings, clearly evident in the negative attitude he displayed towards traditional Japanese
music as a young man, and the discontent he often referred to upon hearing it. In this sense,
the personal despondency expressed by Takemitsu through compositions such as Requiem, is

indicative of the wider social and cultural despondency in the midst of which he had been
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brought up and now experienced. The psychological damage of world war two, with the
complete undermining of the Emperor’s divine status and the fall of nationalism (creating
considerable questions in Japan about its identity as a Nation and a people), was equally as
far-reaching and consequential as the physical ruin of the country'’.

Raised at a time when the music of Europe and America was officially banned by
state authorities as the product of the ‘enemy’, Takemitsu harboured a sincere dislike for
traditional Japanese music that stayed with him as he decided to study music after the war.
Employed by the Taisho Nationalist regime as a tool of wartime propaganda, Takemitsu
rejected Japanese music for the bleak memories of war that it conjured. Far from being
restricted to simply music, in fact, these anti-Japanese sentiments informed the young
composer’s view of his native culture at large. As Ohtake points out: ‘Affected by his
negative impression of wartime Japan, Takemitsu developed a sense of predilection for non-
Japanese objects. These preferences were amplified, consciously or unconsciously, by the
many Western images around him.’ (Ohtake, 1998, p.1).

So it can be seen that the ground was prepared for the root Takemitsu’s career would
subsequently take, beginning with his profound interest in, and study of, Western avant-garde
music, Ironically, however, it was through his involvement with the work of John Cage that
Takemitsu began to see the music and culture of Japan afresh, and work towards a creative
aesthetic that would seek first to fuse, and later transcend, Japanese and Western styles of
music.

Like other oppressed states during the war, abstract art was banned in Japan
throughout the 1940s, with only sanctioned propagandistic work to be produced and
displayed. In the years immediately after, there was a realisation amongst the country’s
gathering and regrouping avant-garde about the extent to which censorship had held Ja panese

culture back. Nevertheless, as critic Shiizd Takiguchi observed in 1954, “There was a feeling

"7 *Vast ruin was the material casualty of defeat in 1945, The far greater wound was a psychological
shame and loathing for Japan itself.’ (Monroe, 1994, p.127)
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that we were waiting for something to change that was not changing drastically enough.’
(Takiguchi, cited in Monroe, p.89)

To many, the work of the Gutai Group can be seen to represent a celebration of the
liberty and freedom artists were able to exercise after the conclusion of world war two.
Although the loss and devastation caused by the conflict had left Japan — and the world at
large — in a state of shock and mourning, the work of the group nevertheless marked the dawn
of a new sense of hope and optimism in Japan. The creative freedom they now exercised
perhaps pointed to the chance of a new utopian future, as the nation collectively shook ofT the
fall of imperialism and moved (under the enforced control of General McCarthy) towards US-
style democracy.

The first thing actively undertaken by the Gutai Group was to produce a journal in
1955, which — perhaps illustrating their Internationalist sensibilities — was swiftly translated
into English.

The fact that the art institutions and authorities of Japan refused to acknowledge the
significance of the Gutai Group during its active life span (1955-1973) is perhaps testimony
to the subversive, anti-establishmentarian stance of its founder, Jird Yoshihara. Interestingly,
one reason often cited for the group’s relative lack of recognition and critical neglect in Japan,
has been said to be Tokyo’s domination of the Japanese art world, and its aversion to anything
that might have evolved outside of the metropolis stronghold. The Gutai Group was based in
the Kansai district, three hundred miles away from Japan’s capital, and the group’s founder,
Yoshihara, was a central figure in the development of the Kansai art scene. However, from
around the 1970s, the work of the Gutai group did begin to be afforded a new retrospective
significance at the hands of less Tokyo-centric, revisionist appraisals of Post-war Japanese art
history.

To artists belonging to and associated with the Gutai Group, abstract expressionism
gave them the freedom from political engagement, enabling their work to be dominated by

more aesthetic concerns, and distance themselves from the social realists of Tokyo.
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Politics aside however, it should perhaps come as no surprise that, just as visual
artists belonging to the Japanese avant-garde often based their expressive language upon the
work of abstract expressionists such as Jackson Pollock, pioneers of avant-garde modernist

music found the likes of John Cage so influential. Parallels have, of course, been drawn
between the work of Cage and Pollock, contemporaries at the cutting edge of US art during
the 1950s, both of whom developed new modes of perception and expression based upon

indeterminate, chance-based principles.

1.2 Exploring the West to Rediscover Japan

Takemitsu’s relationship with traditional Japanese music and instrumentation can be
traced all the way back to his childhood, where he was brought up by an Aunt who played and
taught the K6to, and whose house was filled to the brim with all manner of traditional musical
instruments.

Until his first encounter with the work of John Cage in 1958 however, Takemitsu
had, by his own admission, ‘struggled to avoid being Japanese.’ (Takemitsu, cited in Burt,
2001, p.110). As previously discussed, his early association with Jikken Kobo had seen the
young composer develop a keen interest in the work of European composers such as Debussy
and Messiaen. Nevertheless, despite his dark opinion of traditional Japanese music, which he

largely associated with nationalist wartime propaganda, it had from an early age remained

something with which he was familiar.

Even prior to Takemitsu’s discovery of Cage, the former had begun to stray from his
strict focus upon Western avant-garde methods, and betray a growing interest in traditional
Japanese music. Even if only on a symbolic level, references made in the programme notes to
compositions such as Requiem (1957) and Masque (1959) (which alluded to NG Theatre),
indicate that a curiosity with Japan’'s traditional musical heritage was already making itsclf

present in the mind and work of Takemitsu. The next step ~ actually including traditional
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Japanese instruments in a composition — was not far away, and appeared initially in a number
of works he produced for film and TV. For the most part, the composer regarded television
and movie score commissions almost as experimental sketchbooks. Exempt from the
conventions and restrictions of the concert hall, they presented Takemitsu with the freedom to
experiment and try new ideas which, if successful, would usually later find their way into his
avant-garde concert pieces.

In a 1961 documentary produced by the NHK about Japanese Kimono, Takemitsu
employed instruments such as the Koto and Chikuzenbiwa (a Meiji-era variation on the Biwa,
a lute like instrument), as well as other native Japanese instruments in the scores for films
such as Seppuka'® (1962) and Kwaidan'’ (1965).

‘To my knowledge, Japanese instruments had never been used in Japanese films.
They all had western music. I desperately wanted to try using Japanese instruments... When |
tirst used Japanese music in a film, it caused a sensation. “Wow! He used the Japanese Biwa
in movie music!” Isn’t that a strange response? Even the Japanese were confused by this
sound.’ (Takemitsu, 199420)

Just as during the 1950s Takemitsu had immersed himself almost exclusively in the
music of Western composers, throughout the 1960s his work increasingly began to evolve as
the amalgamation of Japanese and Western sensibilities. Juxtaposing the classical Western
orchestra and the inherent aural qualities of traditional Japanese instruments, Takemitsu
developed a new creative language through the amalgamation of these two things, The
composer has himself recalled how stumbling, almost by chance, upon a Bunraku?'
performance during the early 1960s, helped awaken his interest in the melodic and tonal
qualities of Japanese instruments. Intrigued by the sound of the Futazao Shamisen, an
important part of the Bunraku orchestra, he became increasingly fascinated by the differences

between Western and Japanese instruments. The sonic qualities and playing techniques

'® ‘Hara-Kiri’
¥ ¢Ghost Stories’

% Interview \:vith Toru Takemitsu, conducted for the documentary, Music for the Movies: Toru
Takemitsu, directed by Charlotte Zwerin, See Bibliography for full details.

9 . . ; .
' Bunraku is a traditional form of Japanese drama performed with musical accompaniment
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integral to each, seemed to illustrate the wider, more profound contrasts that existed between

Western and Asian musical conventions.

Noise, it seemed, was one crucial difference. Not only had Western music and
Western musical instruments evolved in such a way so as to create distinction between noise
and music, but within those boundaries only ‘musical-sound’ was desirable - ‘noise-sound’
was a thing to be rejected and eradicated from Western composition. Whereas Western
instruments such as the piano, for example, evolved in such a way so as to limit their potential
for producing accidental noise (i.e. only the notes intended by the player would be heard, with
virtually no extraneous, unplanned-for sounds occurring), traditional Japanese instruments, on

the other hand, actively included and encouraged this.

1.3 Universal Language: Transcending West — Transcending Japan

While November Steps (1967) 1s perhaps the piece in which Takemitsu most
famously juxtaposed the sound of Japanese and Western instruments, it did not, however,
unify or fuse them. November Steps as a composition seems to play these previously
incognizant sets of sounds against each other, highlighting the differences between the two
sets of conventions rather than amalgamating them. It was with Autumn in 1973, however,
that Takemitsu first created such unity, combining instruments such as the Biwa and
Shakuhachi with a full Western orchestra, to consciously attain much more numerous and
poignant instances of unity and coalescence than are present in its 1967 predecessor.

Takemitsu’s development of an autonomous creative language however, began in the
1960s with the combining of Japanese and Western conventions, and reached its apex during
the 1980s, as Takemitsu sought to transcend all notions of national identity and geographical

boundary. ‘To swim in an ocean that has no East and West.” (Takemitsu, 2001, p.234)
Integral to this, therefore, was the composer’s own conscious re-awakening to
traditional Japanese music — his move away from the anti-Japanese sentiments and exclusive

adherence to Western music that marked his early work, and new-found willingness to
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explore his native musical heritage. In all of this, the influence of John Cage can be seen as
significant, providing a bridge between Western modermnism and Japanese tradition that
enabled Takemitsu to first explore the latter from a fresh perspective.

By studying John Cage’s Zen Buddhist inspired works, Takemitsu was able to access
aspects of traditional Japanese culture that he had previously only been able to associate with
the ultra-nationalist regime of World war Two. Re-imported from the perspective of a
Western artist, Japanese music and culture no-longer bore the same historical and political
baggage that made its study otherwise so undesirable during the sensitive post-war period.

During this time, it was the overriding aim of the Japanese avant-garde in general, to
find a new mode of expression — a new autonomous identity — that truly represented Japan at
that time, and their experiences of it. Discussing one infamous avant-garde collective, for
example, Alexandra Monroe points out how, ‘Released from the ruins of history, the post-war
Gutai artists claimed to rebuild and re-imagine Japanese culture in the post-occupation years.’
(Monroe, 1994, p.98)

If the dominant cultural trend in Japan, both before and after the war, was to sway
pendulum-like between the rejection and total-imitation of Western culture, then any new
expression of contemporary Japan would have to avoid either of these.

Initially, for Takemitsu, this assertion of independence and autonomy found
expression through the combination of fundamentally Japanese subjects and ideas, with
modes and techniques influenced by the Western avant-garde — in particular the Fluxus group
and John Cage.

With this in mind, the composition Ring (1961) stands as both Takemitsu’s earliest
and most significant graphic scores, as well as an indication of the extent to which he was
directly stirred by the chance and Indeterminate work of John Cage during this period. The
four movements of Ring, for which the title forms an acronym (R’ - Retrograde; ‘1’ —
Inversion; ‘N’ — Noise; ‘G’ - General Theme), are to be performed in any order and
interpreted in numerous ways by the musicians. The physical graphic elements of the

composition relate strongly to its title, with its three interludes and four movements notated
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graphically, as historian Peter Burt explains, by way of, ‘a circular (‘ring’-like) design which
may be read in either clockwise or counter-clockwise sense, and at g choice of two speeds.’
(Burt, 2001, p.93)

Perhaps in part as a result of his association with graphic artist Kohei Sugiura,
Takemitsu produced quite a number of graphic compositions between the years 1962 and
1963, many of which continued to utilise a similar circular motif to that featured in Ring.

While Corona for pianist(s) (1962), for example, used a range of coloured circular
shapes which, through slits in the card, could be interlocked, Corona II for String(s) (1962)
and Arc for Strings (1963) continued to encompass similar circle motifs within systems of
graphic notation.

It is in the case of the latter of these compositions, however, Arc for String(s) (1963),
that a different kind of physicality might be said to be apparent, in the allusions to nature and
physical characterisations called upon by Takemitsu. In Arc, the structure and organisation of
the composition as a whole is based upon an image of an imagined traditional Japanese
garden. The central sound of the piano aurally describes, through music, the pianist Yujt
Takahashi taking a stroll through this garden landscape, the features of which are represented
by the various elements of the orchestra. The aural and compositional iconography of the
piece is highly descriptive, if not metaphorical, in its representation of the physical elements
of the scene, even conveying the particular manner in which Takahashi walks™,

Just as the piano score takes on the characteristics and perspective of pianist
Takahashi walking through the garden, so too is the landscape itself matched by music and
instruments that describe the physical nature of its various elements. The 'timeless' nature of
the sand, for example, is represented by 'densely chromatic webs of sound for strings,’ just as
the most ephemeral things in the garden, grass and flowers, are alluded to through *“mobile”

patterns’ performed by two of the four groups of wind and percussion instruments.’ (Burt,

2001, p.104)

* ‘He has a unique way of walking that resembles limping, which is important in this piece.’
(Takemitsu, cited in Burt, 2001, p.103)
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In his critique, Burt also makes reference to several other significant features of Arec.
Firstly, the composition as a whole is split into two distinct sections, marking the point at
which Takahashi changes the direction of his perambulation — turning round and coming back
the other way. This turnabout is marked compositionally by the fact that features of the
garden heard throughout the movements of the first section, are revised in reverse order on
Takahashi’s walk back. The music illustrates the fact that the pianist, symbolically, is now
returning the way he came, walking passed the things he saw on his way into and through the
garden.

That Takemitsu should predominantly be remembered as an artist who brought
together Japanese and Western musical traditions, however, does his legacy and important
place within Japanese musical history something of a disservice, It was through the popularity
and success of November Steps that the composer’s reputation was established thus, although,
in truth, the long-term significance of his career as a whole pointed to something far more
_relevant and fundamental to the future development of Japanese experimental music.

Although Takemitsu’s career began firstly with the rejection, and then the re-adoption
of Japanese identity (the latter through his extended engagement with Western modernist
composition), it was during the course of the 1980s that he defined the raison d’etre of his
work most fully. This purpose, fundamentally, was not to blend various types of world music
traditions, or create a unified amalgam between Western and Japanese musical traditions, but
rather transcend any taxonomy wherein music is apprehended and labelled according to its
geographical origin (as Western or Eastern, for example).

In a 1975 lecture at Yale University, Takemitsu drew attention to the fact that, ‘It is
extremely easy for Western music to adapt traditional Japanese music. It is not difficult to
blend the two. I have no interest in either of these procedures... Nothing that truly moves us
will come from superficial blending of East and West. Such music will just sit there.’
(Takemitsu, 1995, p.92)

With this in mind, Takemitsu adopted the belief that music had the potential to

gradually transcend cultural and geographical boundaries, evolving as part of a ‘universal
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language’ that is autonomous and relevant to all. Importantly, this is an idealism that, while
he discussed in terms of music, seemed to have a more profound and far-reaching resonance
for the composer. To Takemitsu, the concept demanded that people disregard traditional,
inherited ways of viewing the world and its culture, displacing the old stereotypes and lines of
demarcation by discovering more about the actual character angd nature of various cultures,
and therefore nurture a genuine understanding. Within this ideology, there thrives the
prospect for a music which both knowingly embraces the culture from which it originated,
while openly referencing other globally and historically diverse musics, not as a crude fusion,
but as a new emancipated, autonomous form of expression (autonomous, that is, from long-
standing perceptions and opinions about music, which are often purely based upon inherited
judgments about the character of a nation and its culture; emancipated by a genuine
awareness, understanding of, and openness to various cultures).

In an article for Ongaku no Yohaku Kara in 1980, Takemitsu wrote of his dislike for
‘generalisations such as “Western or Eastern™,” questioning how something like the sound of
a flute, for example, could possibly convey ‘subtle differences of a cultural nature in different
geographic areas.’ Continuing on the theme, he argued, °...it becomes increasingly more
important for us to understand our immediate past ...Indeed, we are moving toward a
universal language. But rather than unnaturally forcing the process - crowding Japanese
sounds into Western musical structures, for example — we must recognise the varying

sensibilities and aesthetics that give different cultures their special character.” (Takemitsu,

1995, p.56)

35



Towards a Universal Language

1.4 Conclusion

In discussing the work of composer Toru Takemitsu, and the first generation of post-

war Japanese avant-garde artists to which he belonged, this chapter has introduced many

issues that will be central to this thesis, and the history of Japanese experimental music.

While comprising a diverse range of artists, methods and movements, perhaps one of the
most crucial factors binding and underlying the work of Japan’s post-war/post-Hiroshima
avant-garde as a whole, was the common need to reflect, express, or be a product of,
everyday life — whether from an overtly political or directly personal perspective. In the
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