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A Few Approaches to Kodo of Ancient Japanese Drum Bodies

Hiroshit KATO

There has been a supposition that the origin of big and small drums played in %ok lies
in the first and third drums played in gagaku (ancient Japanese music and dance of the court).
However, this could not be proved owing to the lack of written materials or historical
documents. Nevertheless, thanks to the recent findings of some historical documents and
drums made in the 16" century, it has become possible to obtain new knowledge on the
transition of kode (wooden body of ancient Japanese drums).

The shape of ancient drums is similar to that of a sand clock with both ends of its body
pinched. It is covered with horse skin and its body is tied with decorative strings. The
vibration made by hitting the horse skin of one side of words, the body is structured in such
a way as to compress vibration. By drilling and carving the inside of the body, a cylindrical
hollow called suai in made, enabling the vibration to bump to the other end of the hollw.

Two of the drums owned by Yoshitaka Ohno (1130-1211), a famous gagaks player at the
court during the Kamakura Period (12 century) who played the “tune of the nobleman,”
special music for the imperial family, at the opening ceremony of Tsurugaoka Hachimangu
at Kamakura in 1191, have been kept at Araki Shrine in Hida Takayama: a big one and a
small one. They are both smaller than the drums played in gagaku, and the interior hollow
is also smaller and looks like that of drums played in #no/k.

Drums having characteristics similar to Yoshitaka’s have been kept at old shrines,
such as Isonokami Shrine in Nara Prefecture, Kandani Shrine in Kagawa Prefecture, Taji
Shrine in Kyoto-fu and Nunakuma Shrine in Hiroshima Prefecture. These drums were used
for kagura (music played in front of Shinto gods). While the inside of drums used in gagafe
has a simple cylinder shape, the inside of these drums is narrowly hollowed out in the middle.

A big drum called kawara-otoshi (literally meaning dropping kawara, or Japanese roof
slates, from the roof to the ground and referring to the big sound produced that way) was
displayed at a special exhibition held at Nagoya Nogakudo (Noh Hall) in 1998. This kodo
made of mountain cherry troo is coated with kuro-urushi (Japanese black lacquer) and its
surface is decorated with a pattern of grapes using chinkin (gold foil inlay) technique. This
drum has a pair, a small drum which is kept at Kasuga Shrine in Nara. It is proved by
documents and names carved on the inside of the body that these two drums were used by
Yazaemon Miyvamasu and Kurou Ohkura, who played duos until the first half of the 16"
century. The inside of these drums shows that noh drums had already been completed by
this time. But both drums have the same characteristic lines on the outside as on
Yoshitaka’s drums.

From these facts it is supposed that the transition of drums from gagaku to noh started
gradually during the Kamakura Period and that the structure of the inside of drums had been
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completed by the first half of the 16" century. The transition of drums played in #o#, which
became popular among the samurai (warrior) class from the Momoyama Period (17" cen-
tury), and in kabuki, during the Edo Period (mainly 17" century), can be seen from the shape
of ancient drums. [t is sincerely hoped that this thesis may help in conducting further study
in this field.



