


Shamisen
A Combination of Sounds

here are various stringed instruments in

Japan. The shamisen is believed to have
developed from the Chinese instrument,
sanxian, which was introduced to the
Ryukyu Kingdom, now Okinawa. The
shamisen has three silk strings, and a large
plectrum or pick called a bachi is used to
pluck the strings and beat the skin covering
the opening in the body.

Mr. Kinji Kato, a shamisen artisan, started
his career right after graduating from junior
high school at the age of 15. His father was
also a shamisen artisan.

He opened his own shamisen store
“Shamisen Kato” in 1989. Before that, a
variety of experiences influenced his present
work. He went to night high school while an
apprentice to a master shamisen artisan. It
took him seven years to graduate, and after
that he decided to go on a two-year backpack
trip around Japan. During this journey he
thought about what is important to him in
the future. What he learned is how much he
enjoyed meeting people. Kato believes that
what he is doing now is an extension of his
trip. After he got back home, he returned
to his work as an artisan and also entered
theatrical entertainment on the side. These
experiences gave him the idea to make a stage
for the shamisen at his store. Now there is a
small space with big windows so that people
who walk by can see the work in progress
as well as finished shamisen. Kato wanted
the older generation to be reminded of the
shamisen and the younger generation to
become familiar with the shamisen.

Kato created an electric shamisen with
a special microphone inside, bringing new
life to the instrument. He explains, “Since
the 1980s, the shamisen often collaborates
with non-Japanese instruments and folk
instruments. But the sound of the shamisen
is always lost among other instruments”
The shamisen has a distinctive sound called
sawari which is the resonance from the
thickest string lightly touching the neck of
the shamisen. The sounds from plucking the
strings, beating the taut skin, and the sawari
combine to make the shamisen unique.
This sensitive sawari sound can become
indistinguishable from other instruments in
a big auditorium, but the electric shamisen
overcomes this obstacle. Now the shamisen
is widely known around the world. Not only
do Japanese shamisen players go abroad for
concerts, but also non-Japanese artists are
attracted to the shamisen. Interest in the
shamisen is growing globally.
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