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Why is ‘Kurokami’ played in san-sagari?
—A critical speculation about the tuning of Shamisen—

Kyo TAMAMURA*

ABSTRACT

In this study, we analyzed the old Japanese song ‘Kurokami’, a jiuta piece. ‘Kurokami' is sung with shamisen
accompaniment, which is tuned in san-sagar: in this case. What if it is played in kon-choshi? Investigation revealed that it
is technically possible to play ‘Kurokami' in kon-choshi, but it poses a significant challenge. If shamisen is tuned in hon-
choshi instead of san-sagari, the sound and atmosphere of the piece becomes quite different; the strings of the instrument
resonate richly and abundantly, so the music give off a cheerful and lively tone. But this is unsuitable not only to the mood of
the song but also to the characteristic of the genre; jiuta, especially hauta-mono, the subgenre to which ‘Kurokami belongs,
is often said to be one of the quietest and most sober in the Japanese music tradition. Moreover, the player must move his/
her left hand more busily and elaborately to play ‘Kurokami' in kon-choshi. Thus, we can conclude that tuning in shamisen
music is not just preparation for performing a piece but is part of an expression or interpretation of the piece itself, because
each type of tuning has its own character, of which players are well aware.

* Music, Fine Arts and Physical Education



