JAPAN

A favorite Japanese artist of Dr. Michael Rich:  Hiroshi Agatsuma, he plays traditional Tsugaru Shamisen, but has his own modern compositions.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4VJfk0LY834 
Watching and listening to a performance on the shakuhachi (traditional vertical bamboo flute), one notices the transported state of the musician as much as the sound of the instrument.  It has often been compared to the sound of a breeze blowing through a bamboo forest.  
This quality of necessary emptiness within a space is an integral part of Japanese art, a principle known as ma.  E.g., in traditional Japanese art, the composition does not fill the canvas to the edges.  Instead, the subtle but strategic placement of a few isolated elements serves to suggest the space through their sparseness.  The same principle appears in room decoration, architecture, and even music.  The music is often very slow with suggestive pauses that let the sounds breathe.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Li4jHg7CbGc 

ELEMENTS OF JAPANESE MUSIC
Scales with semitones.  Many of the prominent genres of classical music in Japan use relatively large and small intervals (semitones … half steps), although their tuning varies.  

Slow tempos.  Some prominent genres of traditional Japanese music have tempos so slow that they may seem nonpulsatile.  Others are in fact nonpulsatile.  

Sense of space.  Sometimes the temporal space between notes is cultivated as much as the notes themselves.  This space is, again, known as ma.  These spaces help create a musical architecture of understated simplicity and balance.

Prominent classical solo repertories.  Despite the importance of the orchestra court, some of the most prominent traditions have developed within schools of solo instrumental performance, each with its own repertory and style, and, frequently, its own notation and terminology.
KAGURA:  SHINTO MUSIC

The rituals and music that are part of the Shinto religion have their roots in purification rites, pantheism, and ancestor worship of prehistoric Japan.  Shinto music is generally known as kagura.  Today the most visible form of kagura takes place in the colorful folk festivals held for various occasions, such as the harvest festival.  

Festival performances are called satokagura, and are especially popular in rural areas.  The festival dances are usually accompanied by a small folk ensemble known as hayashi.  It may include one or more transverse flutes (takebue), one or more small, shallow drums (taiko), a very large barrel drum with riveted heads (o-daiko), and small cymbals or gongs.

Satokagura (festival performance):  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_N0aPc4Nyiw 

Takebue (flute):  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IHW85tlC1_0 

Taiko (shallow drum) & O-daiko (large barrel drum):  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mhcdw0XhUJU 

SHOMYO:  BUDDHIST CHANTS

It is often difficult to distinguish the Buddhist and Shinto elements in some festivals and rituals.  The main musical expression of Japanese Buddhism, however, is found in the chants sung by various schools of monks.  These chants are called shomyo.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BuWwykzUJ34 
A Buddhist service is announced by the ringing of a giant cylindrical bell called a densho.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zJ_EdKna07w  (includes wild saxophone! @ 3:19)

MODES IN JAPANESE MUSIC
Buddhist chant brought Chinese music theory to Japan, although it was modified.  Japanese modes are called choshi, and lack semitones (half-steps).  

The pentatonic modes the Japanese eventually adopted are the ryo (1-2-3-5-6) and the ritsu (1-2-4-5-6).  
The most distinctive Japanese mode, distinguishing it from Chinese modes, is the in mode.  Unlike the other pentatonic modes, the in mode includes two semitones balanced by larger intervals (1-b2-4-5-b6).
GAGAKU:  ANCIENT COURT ORCHESTRAL MUSIC

The ancient court music of China found its way to Korea, where it still exists, then on to Japan.  With the introduction of Indian Buddhist melodies and indigenous Japanese compositions, the repertory of Chinese and Korean melodies expanded to two genres:  togaku (“music of the left,” or old melodies), and bugaku, the graceful controlled dances that sometimes accompany gagaku.
A gagaku orchestra divides its instruments into three main groups:  winds, strings and percussion.

INSTRUMENTS OF THE GAGAKU ORCHESTRA

Sho.  A collection of 17 single-reed pipes connected to an air chamber.  The player manipulates fingerholes to allow air into the pipes, usually creating chords of up to seven notes.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yXPGIMm-xEI 

Hichiriki.  A small cylindrical-bore double reed similar to the Chinese guan, but much louder.  (See in the previous video clip.)

Ryuteki.  A transverse bamboo flute used in gagaku.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U2pxa2LauBU 

Biwa.  A four-stringed, fretted, pear-shaped lute … similar to the Chinese pipa.  It is constructed so the relatively-loose strings rattle against the neck.  It has long been used to accompany narrative songs and play melodies associated with a group of blind priests.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vnIQl5CZRr8 
Kakko.  A small double-head cylindrical drum.  The person who plays this drum is the conductor of the gagaku orchestra.  The drum is played with two mallets, one for each side.  No video clip, so a photo instead ….
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Tsuri-Daiko.  A large vertically-suspended bass drum with an elaborately painted drum head.
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… similar drums, but without decoration.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ducY8SqfncI 

A GAGAKU PERFORMANCE
“Etenraku” is one of the oldest and best-known pieces in the gagaku repertory.  It is particularly associated with New Year celebrations and other symbols of new beginnings.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bm8XpWidUac 

MUSIC FOR THE SHAMISEN

The shamisen is a fretless long-necked lute.  Priest-musicians who had previously accompanied their songs on the biwa lute were first to take up the shamisen.  Shamisen music plays an important part in kabuki theater music.  (Kabuki is the highly stylized classical Japanese dance-drama that involves elaborate makeup by some of its performers.)  The most famous shamisen songs are the narratives that accompany bunraku, puppet theatre.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UV938f46Wpg 
MUSIC FOR THE KOTO
The wagon, an ancient zither, is evidently indigenous to Japan, but the far more widely used koto zither (related to the Chinese zheng and the Korean kayagum) was imported from China as part of the gagaku court orchestra.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=75uAD-XYs6U 

NOH CLASSICAL THEATRE

Noh is the classical theatre of Japan.  It is highly refined, stylized and reserved.  Props and settings reflect the sparsity of the ma principle.  Nearly everything about the noh play is standardized, including the music ensemble.  

The music ensemble that accompanies noh is called hayashi, and it is made up of four instruments:  the nohkan (bamboo flute) and three small drums.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oavpkm4UD2k  (music @ 1:23)
POPULAR MUSIC AND INFLUENCES FROM THE WEST

American jazz has long been popular in Japan, as have other Western genres.  By the end of the 1970s, Japan was the world center of the synthesizer and electronic music industry.  Japan has also been a center for other electronic genres, such as noise-core music, which layers thick textures of highly distorted electric guitars and percussion, and sometimes even industrial noise!  Some think it is an angry reflection of the crowded urban culture.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s-NOrEK-nWo 

And here’s another link from Dr. Rich … some Japanese rock sounds via the Yoshida brothers:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9Kdhz0h_hDA&feature=related
On the lighter side, I have a friend who conducts the Tokyo Philharmonic on tour in Japan playing Disney music.
Brad Kelley 

http://www.disney.co.jp/onclassic/index.html  (Brad on middle link at left)
http://www.disney.co.jp/onclassic/index.html#/campaign3/ 
