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The Japanese Attitude Toward Sound, as Seen

in Sei Shonagon’s “Pillow Book”

Kiyoko MOTEGI

ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the Japanese attitude toward sounds—the sounds of Buddhist and
Shinto ceremonies, human speaking and singing voices, natural sounds, artificial or mecha-
nical sounds made by such objects as carts and tools, instrumental music, etc., —as described
in Sei Shonagon’s “Pillow Book”, written around A.D.1000.

The study deliniates a tendency towards emotional subjective identification with sound,
often accompanied by visual images, rather than abstract appreciation of sound for its own
sake. Sounds such as wind, rain, the cry of birds or insects, or other natural phenomena are
particularly subject to this kind of emotional identification, and the marked development of
onomatopoeia in the Japanese language can perhaps be traced to this tendency, as can the
practice of mnemonic imitation of musical instruments so prevalent among the Japanese
traditional arts.

This is little evidence of an appreciative attitude towards sound as sound, such as one
would expect to find in a Western concert situation, for example. Instead, sounds are heard
within a larger context that includes the noise of daily living ; often the listener is separated
from the sound sourse by screens or walls, and “listens”while engaged in some other activity.

From these observations it becomes clear that the love of quiet and the sensitive aural
powers often attributed to the Japanese cannot always be confirmed in records of actual
practice, and that such stereotypes of Japanese sensibility should be reexamined.



