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Reconsidering the Kokyu

An examination of modern sources on traditional Japanese music

THET
Yuko Chiba

Much confusion and many theories surround the origins of the koky1i. This paper is a
comprehensive study which considers a variety of sources, beginning with a rereading of
the first literature on the koky, the Kokyil Shichikushoshinshii (1644) by Nakamura
So6zan, and continuing with an examination of visual resources, the social mileu in which
the kokyii functioned, how the Chinese characters for “kokyu” are used, early performers,
and resources on late 16th-early 17th Christians in Japan. The result is an understanding
that the modern instrument called the kokyi7 was modeled on the Japanese shamisen, and

that the technique of playing the kokyud with a bow was influenced by foreign instruments.

In addition, in this paper the author points on which one must take care when using Edo
period (1603-1867) narratives as modern scholarly documents. Finally, the author notes
that by studying differing viewpoints throughout the years, we can learn the thoughts and

values of people at various times.
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