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Distribution of Wedge-Tightened Drums
and Regionality in Folk Culture

KojmMa Tomiko

When considering the regionality of Japanese folk culture, the culture is generally
divided into two large groups, of Western Japan and Eastern Japan. However, analysis
of Japanese folk-song scales show that the difference between the Pacific Ocean side
and the Japan Sea side, the two sides of the Japanese Archipelago separated lengthwise
by the central mountains, tends to be more marked than the difference between
Western and Eastern Japan. This being the case, the author investigated the distribution
of wedge-tightened drums of Japan and various peoples outside Japan. Distribution
shows that the same trend can be seen in the regionality of Japanese folk culture,
and the author touches upon some questions regarding the establishment of Japanese
culture.

Japanese drums are basically double-faced drums, but can be classified according to
how the drumhead is stretched, how the cords are tightened, the shape of the body,
etc. A wedge-tightened drum is frameless tightened drum. A wedge is inserted between
the cords to tighten them, and to stretch the drumhead. This type of drum is still used
in the northern part of the Amami Islands. It was probably once spread all over the
Okinawa cultural zone. Nowadays, they are used on Yoron Island, Hateruma Island, etc.
and it is considered that they became particularly stylized in the northern part of the
Amami Islands. Large wedge-tightened drums are also used in folk arts at Shiramatsu,
Chikura Town in Chiba Prefecture, and Mushono, Akiyama Village in Yamanashi
Prefecture. They are also used on Cheju Island, Korea; by the Yao tribes of China and
Thailand; by the Aka tribe of Thailand, and in India. The Yao and Aka tribes in
particular use wedges to a great extent; the basic structure of their drums is the same
as that of the drums used in Shiramatsu. This area, which is, as it were, the home of
the Laurel Forest Culture, is a major production center for musical instruments. It is
supposed that the wedge-tightened drums originally came from this area.

This type of drum was possibly introduced to Japan through a civil route. It is not
known whether they arrived first on the Japanese main land or the southern islands;
but, this type of drum is one of the keywords linking the Laurel Forest Culture and
Japanese Culture. We must note the fact that it remains extensively not in Western
Japan, but on the Pacific Ocean side of Eastern Japan.
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