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Gagaku in the Shichibutsu-Yakushiho Practice of Esoteric Buddhism

TORIYABE Teruhiko

This paper illuminates how gagaku was created in the religious service Shichibutsu-
Yakushiho, one of many practices of esoteric Buddhism at Hieizan.

Historical scholarship on Japanese music positions Hieizan as a center of shomyo for the
Sammon school in the Tendai sect, and does not mention gagaku performances. However,
gagaku has been played at Hieizan from ancient times to the present. The opening ceremony
of Kompom-chtido in 794 included gagaku, and in fact, is the second oldest Buddhist rite with
gagaku in history. Gagaku is performed currently at Hieizan in Osembo-ko. This paper is
mainly based on records and illustrations of the Mon’yoki, which was completed in the
fifteenth century, and has many documents on the Tendai sect’s Shoren’in shrine from the
twelfth century to the fifteenth century.

In the first chapter, 1 briefly explain Shichibutsu-Yakushiho. This act was a particularly
special and sacred act of esoteric Buddhism at Hieizan, and rarely held by other schools within
the Tendai sect or by other sects. The Buddhist scripture “Shichibutsu-Yakushi-kyd” instructs
that musicians perform as part of the ritual.

In the second chapter, I provide a chronology of the records of the ritual lead by Hieizan
monks in Hieizan and Kyoto, and then detail the relationship between the religious service and
gagaku. Through the entire program of this service, gagaku was played in the opening,
middle, and ending sections of both the first day and the last day.

In the third chapter, I analyze gagaku. The musical instruments that were usually played
in a gagaku ensemble were the wind instruments sho, hichiriki, and rytteki, as well as the
percussion instruments taiko, kakko, and shoko. In gyodo performances, percussion instru-
ments ikko and keiroko were added. According to the records, the players were well
organized and a small number of experts were assigned to the Ouchi-gakusho of the court.
There is a good possibility that some persons of low status also joined, however, their names
were not recorded. All of the musicians played several instrumental pieces and performed the
dance Ikkyoku. According to the records and illustrations, they played in a hallway outside
of the act room, or a garden nearby.

Historical study of Japanese music from ancient times to the present has dealt with the

relationship between gagaku and Buddhist rites which are mainly based on Kengyo style.

—199—



This paper demonstrates that this relationship appears not only at Kengyo rites but also in the

services of esoteric Buddhism.
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