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Information

The Japanese Language Proficiency Test 2006
Date: (Sun.) 3rd Dec. 2006 Venue: Cairo (according to the level)
Eligibility: non-native speaker of Japanese
Announcement of Test Results: Beginning of Mar. 2007
Japanese Drums Group: HA YA TO Concert in Cairo
Date: (Mon.) 11th Dec. at 8:00p.m.
Venue: River Hall - El Sawy Culture Wheel
(Tel: 02-7368881 Address: End of 26th of July St., Zamalek, Cairo)
Ticket: 15L.E. Available at El Sawy Culture Wheel
HA YA TO's Website: http://ha-ya-to.hp.infoseek.co.jp/ (Japanese only)
Mieko Miyazaki Koto Concert: the Japanese Folk Instrument & Violin
Date: (Mon.) 22nd Jan. 2007 at 8:00p.m.
Venue: Small hall of Cairo Opera House
For further information, please contact our office.
The Japan Foundation Library
Two Computers with Internet access are available on a trial basis
Opening Hours: Daily from 10:00a.m. to 5: 30p.m.
except Fridays and Saturdays
Membership only (Annual Fee: Students = 20L.E., Adults = 40L.E.)

FC Studio/fileclub.org

The Japan Foundation Cairo Office
5F Cairo Center Bldg., 2 Abdel Kader Hamza St.
Garden City, Cairo, EGYPT
Tel. 02-794-9431/9719
Fax: 02-794-9085
Email: info@jfcairo.org
Web site: http://www.jfcairo.org/home.html
Why don’t you join our e-mail list?
The Japan Foundation Cairo Office can send you information on future cultural
events by e-mail. Please tell us your name, occupation and e-mail address.
Also specify in which language you would like to receive information.
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Fascinated by Middle Eastern Noble Strings

Fascinated by Middle Eastern Noble Strings:

Yuji Tsunemi

Yuji Tsunemi
Born in 1960, Tokyo. He is a leading proponent of the Middle Eastern
music and one of the few Oud players currently performing in Japan.
He studied under Hamza El-Din and Ali Sriti (Oud virtuosos). He has
organized concerts throughout the country and been invited to play
for various Middle Eastern Embassy functions.

20 years have passed since then, and still the oud and Arab music
are not well known in Japan. This very fact has brought me various
experiences through my career of playing the oud in Japan. As a
professional oud player I am often asked the same question: “Why
did you start playing the oud although you are Japanese?” I answer,
“Because I like its sound,” “Because it suits the senses of the
Japanese,” or “Because I like Arab music.” However, I have always
felt some frustration with this question.
I admit it is natural for people to ask such a question because an oud
player is extremely rare in Japan, but my frustration stems from the
Western-oriented view held by most Japanese people about music.
I have always wanted to counter with my own questions and comments:
“Why do you play the piano, violin or guitar, although you are
Japanese? It is not strange at all if a Japanese oud player exists, is
it? Moreover, the oud definitely suits the musical tastes of the
Japanese!” I have maintained this belief while continuing to play this
"strange" Arab instrument in Japan
3

My relationship with the oud began when I encountered a record.
I chose it because I was attracted to its beautiful record jacket.
The melodies that flew out of it made me imagine arabesque patterns,
as if echoing in the stone-built rooms of a courthouse of old. That
was the oud music played by Munir Bashir of Iraq. It was the first
time I had heard the sound of the instrument, but its tone, accompanied
by the subtle pitches characteristic of Arab music felt strangely
familiar to me; as if it were something my body knew from long ago.
2
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Now, moving on from abstract theories, here are typical comments
I hear when I play the oud in Japan: “It touches the depth of Japanese
spirit,” “It has a strangely nostalgic color of sound,” “We feel it with
our body (‘our belly’) rather than with our ears,” “I feel as if I listened
to the oud very long ago,” or “It has something in common with
Japanese enka (local popular songs).” These impressions are similar
to those I had when I was first exposed to the oud. Most Japanese
find the sound of the oud pleasant. I do not find this strange at all,
as the oud has gone through a long process of sophistication
throughout the lengthy history of the Arab people; a people proud of
their cultural heritage.

Once, before the start of a concert, an audience member asked,
“Since it is an Arab music concert are we going to listen to the music
of snake charmers?” This is a rather extreme example, but I have
been appalled by similar misunderstandings. I have even been faced
with blunt prejudice in words or attitudes, because of the general
lack of knowledge about Arab culture.

I must mention my masters of oud. My first teacher was Hamza Eldin, the traveling poet and oud player from Sudan. He had a great
open mind, and traveled the world over to introduce the oud.
Regrettably he passed away in June of this year in US. My other oud
master is Mr. Ali Sriti, the treasure of Tunisia. Master Ali Sriti is
approximately 90 years old and is one of the few remaining great
masters of the oud in the Arab world. He claims a friendship with
Mohamed Abdul Wahab (the late Egyptian Arab music composer).

Also, most Japanese acknowledge that, historically, culture came
from the western part of Asia; by way of the “silk road” (the ancient
trade route that connected today’s Middle East and Far East). Many
Japanese now see the Middle East, or Arab world, as the origin of
such ancient cultural transmissions. We are increasingly aware that
the biwa (the Japanese traditional string instrument) derived from
the oud, and that Middle Eastern musical instruments greatly
influenced the development of European music and its instruments.

Party at the Egyptian Embassy in Tokyo

5

Fascinated by Middle Eastern Noble Strings

However, the number of Japanese interested in Arab, or Islamic
culture is rapidly increasing, ironically because of recent international
events such as the war in Iraq, the Palestinian conflict and the
invasion of Lebanon.

“It touches the depth of Japanese spirit”

Kiso ( Nagano Pref. )

Tokyo Shinjuku

At the foot of Mt. Fuji

4
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Fascinated by Middle Eastern Noble Strings

Almost every evening during my stay in Tunis, I witnessed the
master's students or colleagues gathering at his house to perform
with him. I cannot help imagining the days when kings enjoyed such
music played in their medieval courts. It’s the beautiful music I could
never listen to or experience in Japan, and it makes me feel as if
these moments of supreme happiness are flowing very slowly. I
have also learned from the master that the most important thing to
a musician is the way he chooses to live his whole life. I am immensely
indebted to my master for many great experiences; they have
spiritually supported my activities in Japan.
As I write this essay I am listening again to the recording of our
concert in Cairo organized by the Japan Foundation. I felt tremendous
pressure as a non-Arab playing the oud in Cairo. However, not only
was it a great personal experience but the concert became a dream
come true, a moment of unity of Arabs and Japanese made possible
through the power of music.
I want to express my utmost gratitude to the Japan Foundation, Mr.
Naseer Shamma, the director of the Oud House, and all the musicians
who performed with me in Cairo, including Mr. Mustafa (oud), Mr.
Saber (qanoun), Mr. Gandour (violin) and Mr. Hany (nai: a kind of
oboe), and to all the people who came to the concert. My next
dream is to see a concert like this in Japan. Thank you everyone.
Thank you my master. Thank you my oud.

7

Recently, the practice of belly dancing (oriental dance) is increasing
in Japan. Every evening in Tokyo Japanese dancers perform a belly
dance show in some restaurant or hall. Compared to the dance,
Arab music and the oud are not as popular yet. But nowadays the
Japanese seem to be increasingly aware of our Asian origin. I am
confident that the Japanese people will gradually acknowledge the
attractiveness of the oud: the instrument of simple but universally
acceptable sound full of nuances, and Arab music: the music which
lets us feel the existence of another great world beyond human
existence. I will be happiest if, through my activity with the oud, I
can contribute to building a cultural bridge between the Arab world
and Japan.

With Mr. Mustafa in the Oud House (11th Mar. 2006)

With Naseer Shamma

Oud concert in the Arab Music Institute (14th Mar. 2006)

With Japanese traditional drum, Tsuzumi

With Hamza El-Din (1991)

With Ali Sriti(1989)
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Autumn of Appetite

As there was no refrigeration during the Tokugawa period, fresh
fish were brought directly from the sea. The Bonito is an ocean fish,
unlike inshore and river fish which one can easily get. Bonito is
found in Japanese oceans only during spring and autumn thus the
price of the first catch of Bonito was extraordinarily high. It is said
that its worth today would be equivalent to 200,000 – 300,000 Yen
(approximately $1,700 – $2,600).
Most Japanese have preserved a special relationship with seasonal
foods which are regarded as gifts of nature. However, the high
economic growth of the 1970's caused rapid construction of domestic
transportation networks as well as progress in the agricultural and
fishery fields, which stimulated the appetite of firstling lovers. Since
people still buy firstlings even though they may be expensive and
producers depend on these profits, some even try forcing crops or
aquaculture so they can produce more firstlings.

Autumn of Appetite

Today, life has become easier and faster. Japanese people get all
sorts of foods from different parts of the country whenever they
want. The word “firstling” is rarely used and has become a catch
phrase for sellers. It is a bit disappointing that people have lost the
enjoyment of the approaching season and the expectation of firstlings.

Do Firstling Fish Prolong One's Life?!
Autumn in Japan is the season of appetite. During this season many
tasty foods arrive in the markets including one category of foods the
Japanese people especially love: firstlings.
Firstlings are the first products of the season shipped to market.
There is a Japanese proverb that states "firstlings prolong one's life
for 75 days". This means that if one eats a firstling, he will live 75
days longer.

Tsukiji Market

9

Photo by courtesy of Embassy of Japan in Cairo.

The origin of this proverb is not well known amongst Japanese but
it is an interesting story. In the Tokugawa period (17-19 century), a
town magistrate in Edo (formerly Tokyo) used to serve condemned
criminals their desired food before their execution. One winter, a
prisoner wanted the first Bonito of spring for his last meal to ensure
his survival for as long as he could. As a result, the man succeeded
in prolonging his life for 75 days. As time passed, the firstlings
gradually became related to longevity. The in-season seafood is
very popular because its fresh and tasty fare is believed to help one
feel the change of seasons and to improve one's health.
8
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Book News

Azuma Barbershop
Full of Fun with No Expiry Date

But that doesn’t mean that all books are sold immediately. Though
more than one hundred books are printed everyday in Japan, many
bookshops, as well as clothing shops and supermarkets, tend to
display only trendy books or those in demand to guarantee good
business. So if readers do not buy those beautifully displayed books,
they are returned to the publishers after several months and go out
of print. It often happens that a book is no longer for sale when you
want to buy it.
This has been a very good opportunity for Internet bookshops to
invade the book market, because they can deliver any book within
three days of a request.
The strict sales system in Japan, which doesn't allow a discount on
books, together with the fact that many readers prefer buying newly
published books, force bookshops to return unsold books to
publishers and they go out of print. This situation makes it very hard
for those who really want to publish and/or read good books.
One book you might enjoy is Azuma Barbershop in Asakusa Torigoe
which was originally published in 1975, but has unfortunately gone
out of print. However, this comedy that captures human nature
hasn’t lost its freshness. The story centers on six childhood friends
now in their sixties. They feel extremely happy when they do
something good for others. As Dr. Walid stated in his preface, the
area and the people of Asakusa are very similar to those in Islamic
Cairo. They both hold tightly to their traditions and lifestyles. He
realizes that people are basically the same the world over. When
you read this novel, you may even forget the distance between
Japan and the Middle East and focus on the characters.

Photographs by the courtesy of The Photo Panel Collection (The Japan Foundation
Japanese-Language Institute)
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* Hisashi Inoue is a top Japanese author and playwright and an extensive reader. It
is said the floor of his house fell in due to all his books. His works satirize society and
describe everyday life in a humorous way. His good reputation is based on his precise
descriptions and witty writing style.
Dr. Walid has translated another book by Inoue, “With Father", to be published in 2007.
I am sure it will be as entertaining as this one.

A novel by * Hisashi Inoue, translated by Dr. Walid Farouk Ibrahim,
lecturer at Cairo University, and published by Dar Misr El-Mahrusa (20LE)

Because most Japanese people cannot spend their daily commuting
time without a magazine or book there are many bookshops in
Japan. The Japanese even arrange to meet up at bookshops during
holidays. They are attracted to the variety of books and their beautiful
bindings on display. Bookshops showcase books on current topics
as well as often recommended tomes and other types of books,
which seem to be useful and interesting, urging people to buy them.

10
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Event Key Word

In Japan, perhaps even more than elsewhere in Asia, the loss of
traditional culture has been particularly noticeable. Recently, however,
as a counterpoint to the internationalization of ordinary manners
and customs, traditional festivals and rituals are being reevaluated,
and things typically Japanese find themselves in great demand in
atypical settings such as performance events. Such demand can
also be interpreted as the manifestation of an intensifying sense of
crisis over the loss of indigenous culture.
In the present age of advancing globalization and ever-widening
access to the rest of the world, the craving for folk performances
that make us appreciate our own ethnic origins and satisfy inbred
sensibilities seems to be growing stronger and stronger. One activity
that has rapidly been gaining prominence in recent years is
performances with Japanese drums known as taiko.The number of
overseas fans for the taiko’s powerful sounds has also been
increasing.
Of all the folk instruments in Japan, taiko are used in the greatest
number of performing arts. It has only been in the past 30 or 40
years, however, that taiko have been singled out to form a
performance of their own. Although taiko drumming troupes are
now too numerous to count, they can be roughly divided into two
types depending on their origins. The first can be called traditional
taiko: drumming styles that are handed down in a particular locale
and performed as part of the accompaniment for local festivals and
rituals. The second is groups performing original compositions for
taiko that have breathed new life into these traditional instruments.
Because troupes belonging to this second type are not confined to
the traditions of a particular place and indeed have sprung up in
places where no local traditions exist, anyone is free to join them;
as a natural result, this type of drumming has been steadily increasing.

13

By Hitoshi Mogi, Japanese folk performance specialist

The homogenization of lifestyles has proceeded rapidly in recent years,
with landscapes the world over being blighted by concrete buildings,
and native customs such as eating habits and ways of dressing
disappearing year by year. Once ordinary things such as these are
lost it is difficult to bring them back - - a trend of times, perhaps, but
regrettable nonetheless.

12
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Event Key Word

Japanese taiko have both an ancient
spirit and a modern face

Taiko are notable for their
straightforward visual and aural appeal

Taiko are used in many religious rites. In the rituals known as kagura,
taiko perform the major functions of greeting the gods on their visit
to earth, entertaining them while they are here, then sending them
back where they came from. Taiko also make the community aware
of the gods’ presence when played as a kind of precursor to a
procession of mikoshi(portable shrine/s) through the streets. In ricegrowing rituals, taiko are sounded to ask for a bountiful crop during
rice transplanting in spring and to chase away harmful insects and
pray that the rice plants ripen safely in summer. Some taiko are
themselves a form of magic, like the amagoi no taiko, whose sound
conveys human prayers for rain to the gods of heaven.

In order to achieve this powerful drum beat, the drummer sinks down
and assumes a stable posture, then brandishes the bachi in a straight
line. This stance is a visual characteristic of Japanese drumming; it
is also common to the traditional martial arts of Japan such as karate
and iaidou(the art of drawing the sword) and has all the latent
destructive power of a death blow. It is an extreme kind of beauty in
which victory or defeat is determined in a moment of intense
concentration. The image of the drummer striking the taiko overlaps
with that of the swordsman investing his entire being into the downward
stroke of sword. The drummer thus acquires the stylized beauty and
spirituality of the ancient martial arts.
These special images associated with the taiko are stored up in the
very depths of the Japanese people’s souls and awakened by the
drums’ extraordinary reverberations. Thus Japanese audiences find
even original works for taiko nostalgic because of their skillful
incorporation of traditional rhythms with the primitiveness of the drum
sound. Troupes performing original works often seem even more
authentically “Japanese” than traditional groups because of their
ability to bring to life and accentuate the taiko’s unique qualities.

Why is it, then, that Japanese describe even recently composed
works for taiko as thrilling and say they evoke feelings of nostalgia?
The reason can be traced to the latent folk elements inherent in
these compositions. Miyadaiko(lit.,Shinto shrine taiko) unquestionably
is the “star” of Japanese drums; it is made by rivetting a piece of
leather over a hollowed-out sound chamber. Some of the larger ones
are made of wood from zelkova trees that are several hundred years
old.The Japanese people have a sense of awe and reverence for
old trees that is not simply because of their age. From ancient times
the gods of Japan have been thought of as invisible beings flitting
through the air. For that reason “antennas” are needed for their
spirits to perch on; hence, a large tree is regarded as sacred and
becomes an object of worship.

In addition to this metaphysical aspect, taiko are notable for their
straightforward visual and aural appeal. Unlike drums in the rest of
the world where, as a general rule, the aim is to produce complex
rhythmic patterns rather than volume, Japanese taiko are beaten
one stroke at a time to create a big, strong sound. Drums that are
beaten by hand predominate in other parts of the world, and rhythmic
effects as well as tonal color and quality differ depending in whether
these are played with the finger tips or with the palm of the hand.
In Japan, however, except for a special drum known as the tsuzumi,
drumsticks called bachi are used to strike the taiko. Since Japanese
prefer a strong, commanding sound, it would perhaps be more
accurate to say that listeners do not hear a drum beat with their ears,
but rather feel its reverberations with their entire bodies. They are
overwhelmed by its primitive energy and stirred to the very depth of
their souls.
Ta-asobi(A festival for a good harvest of rice)

Japanese taiko have both an ancient spirit and a modern face. Richly
musical and invisibly imbued with an indigenous spirituality, they are
beginning to win a position for themselves as a new of folk music.
As the huge waves of homogenization sweep through today’s world,
taiko are reviving native Japanese traditions for a modern age.

Photographs by the courtesy of The Photo Panel Collection (The Japan Foundation
Japanese-Language Institute)
Four other photos from HA YA TO Three brothers troupe for Japanese Drums.
Their Concert in Cairo on 11th December 2006, please see Information page.
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Bon- Odori(Bon Dance) Hideo Haga / HAGA LIBRARY
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