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Tone of the Soul Tsugaru Shamisen
-Mitsuru Sasaki

The improvisation of the Tsugaru shamisen, which is played with great volume and intensity
as if the bachi (plectrum) is being slammed down, is said to be similar to jazz and is one of
the few solo instruments in Japan that appeals to a rock generation audience, and the

number of young players is increasing. [ visited Mrs. Mitsuru Sasaki, who teaches it.

[ asked her what motivated her to start playing the Tsugaru shamisen. Mrs. Sasaki has
been fascinated by American rock and pop music since she was in high school, and spent
her college years in Los Angeles. When she was asked to perform traditional Japanese
cultural performances such as dancing, playing instruments, and singing in her country's
traditional costume while in college, she realized that she had nothing that could express
Japan. “Just as [ was thinking that [ needed to learn something about Japanese culture
after returning to Japan, a friend of my mother's asked her if she would like to learn the
Tsugaru Shamisen with me. When a friend of my mother's invited my mother to learn the
Tsugaru shamisen, | happened to be nearby and overheard the conversation and raised my
hand, saying, ”1 want to learn it.” My teacher, Mitsuyoshi Sasaki, had produced professional
players such as Hiromitsu Agatsuma, Takemi Hirohara, and Chie Hanawa. The Tsugaru
shamisen is an improvised instrument with no musical score, and | was completely
fascinated by the fast—paced tones played by Master Mitsuyoshi I was a member of the
young shamisen group “Gengoro~ led by Mr. Sasaki, and won many national Tsugaru
shamisen competitions in the ensemble division. In 1996, Master Mitsuvoshi and |
performed “Da Da Da” at Carnegie Hall.” The Tsugaru shamisen is said to be an instru—
ment that expresses the playver's way of life, as its tone changes depending on the player,
and this is especially evident in improvisation.

How could an instrument without sheet music be taught? The Tsugaru shamisen is an
instrument that originated in the Tsugaru region as an art form for blind people, and its
original style was to play by ear and memorize music. However, nowadays, there is a music
sheet specially designed for the shamisen, and [ was shown a rare piece of music with the
positions of the pressure points to be pressed on the three—stringed instrument, similar to
guitar and ukulele sheet music. Comparing the three—stringed shamisen to the 13— and
17-stringed koto, | was again fascinated by the Tsugaru shamisen, an instrument with
three strings that can produce such a wide range of notes. The basic idea is to learn the
different ranges by ear.

The average weight of a Tsugaru shamisen is about 3—4 kg, but this depends on the size of
the body as well as the iron content of the wood, and the weight of the bachi varies
depending on the player's preference. The weight of the bee depends on the player's
preference. Furthermore, she told us that recently it has become possible to change the
accessories of the shamisen to match the color and atmosphere of the costume. She also
showed us colorful acrylic bachi, pink spools, and other items that make playing the
shamisen even more fun. The powerful bachi playing of the "five—men group” [ heard at the
last event at the hotel, and the American player getting off the stage to dance the
"Kurodabushi Samba” among the audience, convinced us that the popularity of the
Tsugaru shamisen, which is said to have “the sound of the soul,” will continue to grow.

Finally, I asked four questions.

The purpose of continuing Japanese culture.

“Folk songs are not something special, but are an important treasure that our ancestors
left us in the form of songs to express their joys, anger, sorrows, and joys in their daily
lives. In a time when it was hard to survive in the midst of matenal hardship, our ancestors
had the strength of mind to express their feelings in songs. If you listen carefully to the
lyrics of folk songs, you can clearly understand how people of that time felt and how they
lived. [ would like to pass them on to future generations with care.”

Please give us your expectations and advice for your students.

"My students have entered the deep and unique world of the Tsugaru shamisen...(laugh)
When I first joined the Sasaki school, | underestimated the importance of the shamisen
instrument and experienced many mistakes. It is true that it is a difficult instrument, but
there are many ways to enjoy the Tsugaru Shamisen. Now that there are many lovers of
the shamisen all over the world, the days of being stuck in the molds of the past are over. |
hope that you will enjoy the Tsugaru shamisen as much as you can and create your own
unique style freely. And it would be my greatest pleasure if you could show me your great
success in various places!”

To those who are just starting to play the shamisen

“"The shamisen is a difficult instrument to learn to play. Even if you make a mistake in the
tension of the strings, you will not be able to produce a good sound, and there are various
points such as the height and position of the pieces that suit vou. In order to produce the
best sound that the shamisen has to offer, it is necessary to have knowledge and skill in
the construction and accessories of the shamisen. In addition, there are three types of
shamisen: Hosozao, Chuzao, and Futozao, each of which has a different field of use. The
Tsugaru shamisen is called "futozao” and is the largest and heaviest of the three types
and uses thicker strings. If yvou are interested in starting to play the shamisen, we recom—
mend that you go to a school that matches your preferred field.”

Future plans
“In my classes, | perform at local events and parties with my students. | will continue to

perform with my students at local events and parties, and [ hope to continue to do so in

the future. Thank you very much for your cooperation.”
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"The name of Sun ‘111!1{111;‘

: z Y
§ Reiwa is the current era of Japan's

/$¢¢ official calendar. It began on 1 May

The Voice of
Renwva Fra

| work at Koyasan U.S. Betsuin, a prewar temple in the
middle of Little Tokyo. On Sunday, October 15, a special
event will be held at the temple. It is a special ceremony
in which many important monks from Japan will come
and recite the sutra. Anyone can come and observe this
event, so if you have a chance, please come and visit.

The Sanzang Priest in the Chinese story "Journey to the
West" is actually a fictional character modeled on a Chi-
nese (Xuanzang Sanzo) high priest named Xuanzang
Sanzo. Xuanzang Sanzo traveled from China to India
through the Taklamakan Desert, brought back many
Indian scriptures to China, and later translated them into
Chinese, making a remarkable contribution to the spread
of Buddhism. The "Daihannya Haramita Sutra Six Hundred
Scrolls" mentioned earlier was also translated into Chinese
by Xuanzang Sanzo.

Sun Wukong in "Journey to the West" was born out of a
stone, so he did not have a name at first. The hermit who
became his master gave him the family name "Sun" and
the name "Wukong". The hermit said, "l will give you a
name. Monkey is also called Koson. Since you are training
to be a hermit, you will not be a beast forever. So why
don't you call yourself Sun, which is derived from the
Chinese character with the animal side of the name? On
the other hand, Sha Wujing, who became a brother disci-
ple after Wukong, was given this name by Bodhisattva
Guanyin as his ordained name. The origin of the family
name "Sha" is from the name of a river called Ryusha

By Bishop: Yuju Matsumoto

2019, the dayv on which Emperor Akihito's
elder son, Naruhito, ascended the throne as
7 the 126th Emperor of Japan.

_—

River, which was named after the river Sha because he was
a demon of the river.

His other disciple, Zhu Bajie, was actually called Pig Wu
Neng, which is a nickname or a street name. Zhu Bajie is
the name given to the Buddhist precept of abstaining from
all meat and fish, and eating only vegetarian food. Since
Zhu Bajie is basically a pig, his habit of gobbling up any-
thing and everything probably led him to be called this.

As you can see here, Wukong, Wujing, and Wannong all
have the name "Enlightenment” in common, meaning that
they are brother and sister disciples. In China, it is consid-
ered a revered practice to give a parent's name to a child,
and it is not common practice to give a child the name of a
parent. In the U.S., there are people who have received
their grandfather's name as their middle name, such as Jr.

In Japan, "bizarre name" names were popular for a while.
However, an 18-year-old high school boy filed a petition
with the Kofu Family Court to change his name from
"Prince” to "Hajime," which was given to him by his par-
ents, and the petition was approved on March 5, 2019,
causing a huge outcry.

A name is the first present given by a parent to a child, and
at the same time, it is a name that the precious child will
use for the rest of his/her life. It is important for parents to
give their child a name that is not just a fashionable trend,
but a name that is thoughtful, unique, and beautiful.
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2023 FALL AWAYA-KAI KOTO CONCERT

Sat. October 14, at 2:00 p.m.

James Armstrong [ heatre: 3330 Civic Center Drive, Torrance, CA 90503
(General Admiss Oor HB% $SO
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Tickets Available at 4~ rEuR

¢ Blue Sky Blue Ocean, LLC (Torrance)
E-mail: bsbollc@gmail.com

Tel: 424-350-1472 (Pay Pal available)
e Sakuraya (Gardena) Tel: 310-323-7117
e Uyehara Travel (Little Tokyo) Tel: 213-680-2499
e Lily Kozai (Orange County) Tel: 703-727-9907

https.//torr-internet.choicecrm.net/
templates/TORR/?prod=AwayaKai

James Armstrong Theatre

Supported by

Japanese Chamber of Commerce of Southern California (EiNB&RE L&ER) _
. ; v . = [ I K, A Lo Sk A | AR R Bimce I%R4 i
Japanese Prefectural Association of Southern California (FmgASH#HS) Lighthouse ﬁf’lvf" *RAFO SHIMPO
Okinawa Association of America, Inc. (JbEKHEREAS) ' '
Japanese Community Pioneer Center (B&R/ 1A Z7 /42
LA Tokyo kai (LAFFZ
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