~ Notes

The Story of the Sanshin [Part I]

Marc Menish

Introduction

These research notes act as a companion piece [the first in a series] to a
documentary film currently in production. That film, funded in part by a
research grant from the College of Economics’, traces the origins of the
sanshin from its roots in Fujian Province (f&/#%) China, via merchants and
sailors, through Noro priestesses with an established a capella singing

All photographs contained in this article are copyright (Copyright © Marc Menish 2022),
except for those images on pages 66 and 68 (Copyright © Okinawa Prefectural Museum of
Art), and page 133 (Copyright © Kazuaki Hiraga.)

1) Incredible thanks are due to the Institute of Economic Research at Aoyama Gakuin
University along with Dean Hiraide, for the kind and generous support of this research.
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tradition, to current musicians in Okinawa. The pages that follow form a
collection of interviews recorded in Okinawa Prefecture” during multiple
research trips from April to November of 2022. These materials will be
interwoven with questions and commentary by the author.

Japanese interviews will remain in Japanese and interviews conducted in
English will be presented in that language.
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2) Primarily Naha City, Okinawa City, and Yaese Town on Okinawa-honto, Okinawa main
island (VF#EA /), but also: Miyako Island, Ishigaki Island, Iriomote Island and Taketomi
Island.
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Professor of the Okinawa Miyako Folksong Society
Masters in Musicology, Kyoto City University of Arts
Masters in Japanese Studies, Institut National des Langues et Civilisations
Orientales (INALCO)

Marc MENISH (A)

A: What's that called?

B: It's called “Chode Gwa Bushi” which means brothers. In Oki, we have a
saying: “Ichara Ba Chode” which means: “If we meet once, we will be like
brothers.”

My name is Florian Bricard. I'm from France. I've been learning sanshin for
20 years.

B: I was a student. I was studying Japanese. During my first year, I had the
chance to travel to Yomitan in the central part of the Okinawan mainland (with
10 French students) and we were invited to try Eisa (the Okinawan dance
performed around Obon.) We were handed taiko drums and followed along.
But i'm not much of a dancer, so I was more interested in the sanshin players. I
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asked if they could show me how to play.

I decided to buy a sanshin and take it back to France to see if I could learn on
my own. That was 2001.

Nobody could help me learn sanshin in France... In 2003 I returned to Japan to
take classes.

I sometimes take breaks, but I drift back to the sanshin most of the time. Now
I'm learning properly with a teacher.

A: What is it that attracts you?

B: More than the instrument, it was the singing. I used to shout in a punk band
before I ever saw a sanshin, and the thing that I felt especially difficult when I
was asked to dance [Eisa experience referred to above, I'm guessing] there’s a
pulse, but there’s no “bar” concept; it's not 4-beat, it's not two-beats.

It's not “random”, but it follows a more “natural” curve. It sticks to the melody
and I couldn’t understand it. And that's probably what attracted me-- I wanted
to understand what was going on. What was happening in their heads when
they were singing. And, actually, it took me years and years to start NOT
counting because I realized that it was useless. You just have to know the
lyrics and the melody and the rest is... actually... there’s not much else you can
do than learn the singing part. So that's probably what got me started.

A: Could you demonstrate what you're talking about?

B: So that's just an idea. I'm not able to “count” when I hear that. And I
thought, that's funny, where's the downbeat? Where does the phrase start,
where does it end? Sometimes it's clear-cut and sometimes you don't know.
Nobody really thinks about that because it's not what it's about. That's what I
liked about it. There were different ways of thinking about melody and
rhythm.

A: When you start to sing, it's almost as if your whole persona changes. Your
voice almost sounds ‘old’ and exotic. There's a transformation that takes place.
B: It's not conscious, I think. I don't know how they do it in Koten, but for
Minyo, there is no “right” way. So, basically, you find a voice you admire and
you try to sing like that singer. So everyone has there own way of using the
throat and doing this and that. In the end, I think it's very rich in the sense that
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everyone is trying new things and then someday: THAT'S your voice, and you
don’t know how it happened. My voice has changed over the years. I'd like to
think that I am getting closer to what my teacher does. He has a huge,
powerful voice that I don't have, so I can't go for that. Instead, I'm trying to go
for something a little bit softer. I don't know. I just hear it in my head, I don't
know how it sounds to you.

A: Does the gap between French and Japanese figure in as well?

B: What I know about switching languages-- and not just in singing, but
switching languages in speaking too, changes your voice.

When I started, I barely spoke Japanese, so Japanese, and Uchinaguchi ({##
1, ) 57— <B), it was all a foreign language. At first I was making
sounds, kind of like a baby in a way, I had no idea what I was singing. But as
the years pass, I can now sense somewhat how the words should be sung-- in
legato, for instance, or staccato. One can't do this unless they understand what
they are singing.

A: Has the sanshin given you a unique insight into Japanese culture?

B: I'm afraid I don't know much about Japanese culture. I've studied stuff at
the music college in Kyoto. I've seen and heard different things, but Okinawa
is really “my turf.” I know the songs and I know what they mean. The thing is,
in Okinawa, if you play the sanshin, you make a lot of friends very quickly.
You meet a lot of people. It's a great way to have access to people and
experiences that you wouldn't have otherwise.

It's great because the lyrics are in the Okinawan language and they contain
these stories about places, people and what they felt at the time. That's
something that people who don't know the songs don't have access to. Stories
about what happened during the War, and also “small histories” of episodes
that occurred and specific places and times. You learn about different
locations-- small things: of food, or flowers, or whatever, but they add up. It's
nice.

A: What genre (outside of Japan), is it close to?
B: I would say Folk Music in general. I listen to folk music from all over. I'm
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a big fan of Pete Seeger. I feel a similar vibe, talking about ‘the people’, right?
Talking about the workers, the weavers and the kind of things they
experienced. Most folk singers from all over have something in common in
that regard: talking about the small people and how they used to see the world.
We wouldn't know much about them otherwise.

A: Twas told that the “Yunta” songs were originally work songs?

B: That's right.

There are different areas in Okinawa. And the Yunta are from Ishigaki, where
the work songs have been well preserved, comparatively. Here, on the
mainland, not so much. Mostly, what remains here is what people used to sing
after work. Apparently, after the workday, young people used to go to a
common area and relax by singing and dancing called MOASHIBI. These
represent the majority of the well-preserved songs on the mainland. I think the
reason for this is that the sanshin players for the Moashibi went to work for
theater troupes and these Moashibi songs became absorbed into the stage
songs of the theater. That's how I think about it.

Apparently, the sanshin was brought to Yaeyama by outsiders who were
supervising the labor of the locals. At some point, these yunta were paired
with the sanshin and thus, they were well-preserved. It was a situation specific
to the Yaeyama area.

I met my wife 20 years ago.

She’s from Shiga.

She’s been here 20+ years to learn the sanshin as well. She's learning the
Ishigaki repertoire. I'm learning the music from a different island-- Miyako
Island. This way, we don't fight. And we don't have to argue about who can
sing a song better, because the styles are disparate.

We both have day jobs. Most sanshin players do. The ones who don't usually
are teaching. We don't teach now, but maybe someday we will.

A: If you were to explain the story of the sanshin and shamisen to someone
unfamiliar, how would you describe it?

B: The sanshin was imported from China. Over time, Okinawans started
playing it. Then someone brought a sanshin to mainland Japan, and in
mainland Japan, the Biwa players (monks, (I L) started playing, but it a
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different manner, so they adapted the instrument to their needs and that
became the shamisen over time.

The sanshin is an instrument one uses to accompany him or herself. You're
singing and playing at the same time for 99.9% of the repertoire. Whereas,
with the shamisen, there are songs where you play and sing but there are also
songs where you play FOR a singer. That doesn't exist in Okinawa.

The material covering the sanshin’s body is made of snake skin. This is not
habu (an indigenous species to Okinawa), but python (originally imported
from China.) Japan, unlike Ryukyu, did not have any trade with China, so it
could not obtain the python skin. Instead, it opted to use cat skin. In fact, on
really high grade shamisen, you can still see the outline of the nipples of the
cat. That's interesting I think. In fact, when Kabuki became popular, there was
a rumor that cats in the city were disappearing. I remember reading that
somewhere...

Getting back to the sanshin, I also heard somewhere that the original sanshin
were too pricey for the common people. So, for many years, sanshin that used
a type of paper with a hardened resin were common in the countryside.

A: What kind of emotions do you experience when playing the sanshin?

B: T've been doing it for so long, I'm not really thinking about anything
anymore, I'm just into what I'm doing. Trying to sing it the right way, putting
the right intonation, trying not to forget the lyrics (it happens a lot!), but I'm
not trying-- I'm just doing it. I'm just empty.

When you start playing, the song takes you by the hand-- it takes you through
it. You don't have to think, you're just doing it.

A: It sounds almost meditative.

B: You can't be thinking about it while you're doing it. The music’s not waiting
for you. You have to let the music carry you. Sometimes I try to picture the
lyrics because it's helpful for remembering what comes next and also because
there's a mood that goes with the lyrics and you don't want to sing things
wrong.

A: Is the sanshin difficult for foreigners to learn?

B: It's a really easy instrument to start on because there’s a short learning
curve. You don't have to read the western musical score. There are basically
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only 12 kanji in the KunKunShi. It's simple at first. You can work around not
being able to read Japanese.

It gets more involved as you progress, of course.

A lot of people are amateurs. They play in their bedrooms. Pour some awamori
and play whatever comes into their head. That's great.

This is different from the world of the shamisen, I think. I heard a rumor that,
when they built the National Theater in Osaka, they had a hard time finding
shamisen players good enough to perform there. It seems there is a very small
pool of people playing the shamisen.

In Okinawa it's the opposite, everybody plays the Sanshin. You just throw a
stone it will hit a sanshin player at some point. I used to hang out a lot in
Sakuyama-chi (?) kind of a market/ night life street. You're just sitting there
and the person sitting next to you starts playing a song and they are amazing. |
ask if they're a professional and they explain that they happen to work nearby
and they come here to have a drink and there's a sanshin so they play the
sanshin. What I want to do with music is that: to get to know people and to

hear what they have to say about what they do.

A: Lastly, is there anything you want to say about the sanshin that I didn't ask
you?

B: I hope that people come for themselves and explore. Seek out places that
don’t just play Begin or Shima Uta or pop songs, but also explore the old
repertoire-- the original songs. Because they've never heard a music like that.
It's different and it's definitely worth listening to.
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