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Gagaku musicians’ survival in the Meiji period:
a case study of Higashi family’s activity in
Nara

Naoko TERAUCHI

This essay explores how hereditary musicians of gagaku, the court music
of Japan, tried to maintain the tradition and make a living on it in their original
place in the late 19th century. After the Meiji Restoration (1868), the majority
of gagkau musicians in Kansai (Kyoto, Nara, and Osaka) moved to Tokyo to
participate in the new court rituals conducted there. However, some musicians
stayed in or came back to their original places where they were expected to
contribute in the performance of gagaku and its dance repertoire bugaku in the
traditional annual events in Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples. They also
taught gagaku to local common people including priests of shrines and temples.
This essay gives a special focus on a musician Higashi Tomoaki (1830-?) who
was born in a hereditary gagaku family in Nara and insisted to stay in his original
place after the Restoration.

According to the historical documents that were preserved in Higashi family,
it has been clarified that the family survived the drastic social change of the
Meiji era by making and selling gagaku instruments in addition to performing
and teaching gagaku in Nara. The documents also revealed that the believers
of Tenrikyd, a new religion emerged in the mid-19th century, were quite big
customers of Higashi family in 1890s and 1900s. The fact suggests that gagaku

rapidly permeated Tenrikyd rituals in the late 19th century.

Keywords:  gagaku, Nara, Higashi Tomoaki, musical instruments, Meiji Restoration,
Tenrikyo
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