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CASE STUDY

The Matsuri as Sonic Event
Andrea GIOLAI

Local matsuri are ubiquitous and diverse. Despite differences in size and duration, 
they tend to be rich in experience, in part because they represent increasingly rare 
moments in which communities can gather and celebrate. Numerous visual features set 
shrine festivals apart from everyday life, including the presence of children dressed in 
ceremonial costumes, colorful processions with banners and golden portable shrines 
(mikoshi), and the temporary repurposing of portions of public space. Just as different 
combinations of visual elements distinguish a matsuri from other gatherings, unique 
sonic practices participate in the articulation of its religious contents. For this reason, 
lending an ear to the aural dimension of a shrine festival can help us understand not 
only how ritual participation unfolds across multiple sensory modes but also how 
ritual actors conceptualize sound and hearing in relation to the immersive experience 
of being in the matsuri. With ethnographic examples from a section of Nara’s Kasuga 
Wakamiya Onmatsuri 春日若宮おん祭 (hereafter, Onmatsuri), what follows is a brief 
“acoustemological” exploration of a Japanese local festival (Feld 2015), in line with recent 
attempts to establish a “sound-based approach” to the study of religion (Hackett 2016).

The rituals that make up Onmatsuri begin in July and gradually become more frequent, 
reaching a peak in the twenty-four hours between December 16 and December 17 (Ishii 
1987; Amino and Niunoya 1991; Hatakama and Tsuguo 2016). At noon, a colorful 
procession in period attire unfolds throughout the streets of Nara, reaching a temporary 
shrine (otabisho お旅所) in the forest between Kasuga Grand Shrine and Kōfukuji temple 
two hours later. Here, sacred food and drinks are presented to Wakamiya jinja’s kami, 
identified as the child of two of the kami enshrined at Kasuga. Between 2:30 p.m. and 
midnight, traditional performing arts are offered on a simple lawn stage in front of the 
temporary shrine, following the common three-part structure of many matsuri: “welcoming 
the gods, entertaining them, then seeing them off ” (Terauchi 2016: 18). This exceptional 
display of medieval performing arts—some rarely performed elsewhere in Japan—is the 
hallmark of the Onmatsuri. The performances include reconstructed shrine dances and 
songs by female priestesses (miko kagura), as well as agrarian performances (dengaku) 
and local dances (azuma asobi, yamato mai), a mysteriously simple act with (now mostly 
ornamental) flutes and drums (seinō), a reconstructed example of early Nō theater 
(sarugaku Nō) and numerous items from the “elegant” or “courtly” repertoires (gagaku 
and bugaku). This portion of the matsuri is known as the Otabishosai お旅所祭.

Onmatsuri’s size and complexity defy attempts to isolate basic units of analysis. Even a 
single section, such as the Otabishosai, offers a dazzling amount of auditory information, 
given the internal diversity of each performance, the sheer duration of the event, and the 
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THE BLOOMSBURY HANDBOOK OF JAPANESE RELIGIONS218

composite nature of the overall auditory field. Thus, conceiving the “soundscape” of the 
matsuri as an independent phenomenological aspect of a person’s participation in the 
event would inevitably lead to a form of the so-called audiovisual litany, “a set of reductive 
binary oppositions between the visual and the auditory, positing the former as analytical 
and the latter as emotional” (Eisenberg 2015: 195; see Sterne 2003). Rather than treating 
Onmatsuri’s music and sound individually, therefore, it is more productive to show how 
selected sonic practices fulfill specific functions within the phenomenological totality of 
ritual experience.

First and foremost, Onmatsuri’s sonic practices exhibit a remarkable degree of 
“affective capacity” (Slaby and Mühlhoff 2019: 30–3): establishing vibrational relations, 
they connect representational and nonrepresentational elements of the matsuri, anchoring 
sensory perceptions in shared religious-semiotic meanings. At the most immediate level, 
sounds contribute to the transformation of bare spaces into sacralized places. When the 
body of the kami is brought down from the forest to Wakamiya jinja, for example, the 
crowd gathered in front of the otabisho intones a low, droning sound called keihitsu 
警蹕, operating on the surrounding atmosphere by marking the space as sacred. In this 
instance, “sonic practices territorialize by virtue of combining physical vibration with 
bodily sensation and culturally conditioned meaning” (Eisenberg 2015: 199). Belief in the 
power of sound to draw away evil spirits is perhaps less important than the creation of a 
shared quality of perception. Thus, the grounds of the matsuri constitute “simultaneously 
a physical environment and a way of perceiving that environment” (Thompson 2002: 1, 
quoted in Eisenberg 2015: 198).

Nature is a central component of Onmatsuri, ostensibly because an important portion 
of the ritual takes place in the middle of an ancient forest. Consequently, Onmatsuri’s 
“sonic environment” (otokankyō) (Terauchi 2011: 90) is characterized by the integration 
of voices, instrumental music, and the sounds/noises of the surroundings: the low hum of 
conversations, wind between the trees, birds’ calls, the sound of streaming water, and the 
crackling of fire. In this peculiar sonic ambiance, the sound of footsteps on the gravel is 
a particularly important acoustic marker, because it signals the arrival of the procession 
carrying the body of the kami (senkō no gi 遷幸の儀).

Conversely, shortly after the last bugaku performance, the shintai, the object considered 
to house the kami, is carefully removed from the temporary shrine and the surrounding 
priests quickly form a new procession (kankō no gi 還幸の儀). As the procession disappears 
into the forest, leaving the human world behind, the sounds of the accompanying gagaku 
music gradually fade out. The process of seeing off the deity (kamiagari) is experienced 
not as a visual spectacle but by hearing it unfold (Terauchi 2011: 95). The intensity of 
these processions to and from the Wakamiya jinja cannot be overemphasized: because 
all of the lights are out, hearing becomes the preferred sensory channel. In this way, 
“experience through hearing” is indirectly acknowledged as a fundamental aspect of 
ritual participation (Terauchi 2011: 94).

However, attention to Onmatsuri’s sonic environment should not be limited to natural 
sounds: immediately available to auditory awareness are also more deliberately “humanly 
organized sounds” (Blacking 1974) such as prayers (norito), brief explanations of each 
phase of the ritual broadcasted over loudspeakers, noise from the dining hall backstage, 
and above all, the music and singing performed onstage—all elements that do not require 
attentive listening but nonetheless convey relevant information about their sources.

In these examples, the distinction between musical and nonmusical sounds is far from 
self-evident. When asked to comment upon the artistic value of gagaku and bugaku in 
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THE MATSURI AS SONIC EVENT 219

Onmatsuri, members of the amateur group Nanto Gakuso 南都楽所 often downplay, 
contest, or even refute the idea that what they do should be considered “music.” Instead, 
they emphasize the material effect of their sonic contributions, insisting that gagaku 
simply helps “support the matsuri” (matsuri o sasaeru). Another view shared by many 
members of the group is that the primary function of gagaku and bugaku is to “adorn and 
exalt” (shōgon suru) the kami—a concept with deep Buddhist roots. As these examples 
demonstrate, even when it is clearly distinct from other kinds of sonic experience, the 
“music” we encounter during a matsuri can have more complex functions than being 
aesthetically pleasing.

From the point of view of the participants in a matsuri, sonic practices “charge an 
entire place or situation with sonorous intensity” (Riedel 2019: 91), conjuring up an 
almost tangible “atmosphere of the past” defined in opposition to the contemporary 
urban soundscape. These evocations of the sonic past often bring about politically 
charged feelings of nostalgia. Therefore, any study of religious sonic practices should 
also consider the ideological discourses conveyed or enabled by sound. At the same time, 
because they are complex auditory experiences, matsuri can stimulate contrasting “ways 
of hearing” (oto o kikoekata) (Terauchi 2011: 94): at times, these “listening practices” 
(Sterne 2003: 90–5) can even challenge the centrality of human actors. During the 
Otabishosai, for example, all of the performances take place facing the temporary shrine, 
not the audience: this suggests that the kami themselves might be listening, with their own 
idiosyncratic preferences and dispositions toward sound. Indeed, how the kami’s agency 
is construed and to what extent it is perceived by the performers and the audience are 
ideal subjects of careful ethnographic investigations.

As these short examples from Nara’s Onmatsuri demonstrate, the study of matsuri as 
multilayered sonic events is a promising research area of immediate interest not only to 
ethnomusicologists and anthropologists but also to specialists of Japanese religions. The 
centrality of sonic practices in most, if not all, Japanese religious experiences invites us to 
lend an ear: what will be heard might surprise us.
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