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FOREWORD 
	

Welcome to this Learning Resource for MUSIC 

This Learning Resource was developed by experts from the National Commission for Culture 
and the Arts as a reference to aid you in developing rich, meaningful, and empowering learning 
in the creative fields. Every effort has been exerted to produce a Self-Learning Learning 
Resource that incorporates the most fundamental elements and principles of each discipline, 
while providing a spiraled, scaffolded, and multi-sensory approach to allow you to explore your 
innate creativity while building discipline and rigor in your chosen discipline. 

Each lecture, activity, or reflection here is designed to be meaningful. Each one designed to 
build from the previous one, and each one with the objective of building up for the next skill or 
competence. We hope that you will find these activities challenging but empowering, and that 
your potential as a Filipino artist and Creative is further enhanced and inspired. 

These Learning Resources take into consideration the various limitations and challenges 
brought about by the current situation, and provide you with the flexibility to manage content and 
pace to your individual needs while maintaining standards for creativity, embodying 21st Century 
skills, and aspiring towards artistic excellence. Beyond compilations of dry information, these 
Learning Resources seek to develop Higher Order Thinking Skills of Analysis, Evaluation, and 
Creation. 

If you are planning to use this Resource as a facilitator or teacher, you are expected to guide 
and orient your learners in the proper and efficient use of this Learning Resource. Most, if not all 
activities, will entail exploration, investigation, and experimentation, as such it is imperative that 
you, as the facilitator, establish the guidelines which will allow your students to be creative but 
within responsible, safe, and academically-sound limits. Your guidance and mentorship is 
expected and encouraged throughout the learning process. 

We look forward to your journey as an artist, MABUHAY! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

INTRODUCTION & OBJECTIVES 
 

Welcome! This Learning Resource was created for music teachers and students. In this module, 

we will explore some musical cultures from different parts of the world. Please remember that 

this work is not comprehensive and serves as an introduction to selected countries among the 

regions / continents. This Learning Resource is intended to compliment your music curriculum 

according to your region’s musical background. It is with much hope that this can guide you into 

a better understanding that no matter our differences, we are all one race.  

 

At the end of this Learning Resource, you will be able to:  

 1. distinguish each musical genre according to its musical characteristics.  

 2.  applies appropriate technical skills in performing diverse musical styles.  

 

This Learning Resource may be used for, and is applicable to the following DepEd Codes:  

 SPA-MU10-IIIa-1 

 SPA-MU10-IIIb-2  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

WORLD MUSIC 

  

Before the invention of instruments were songs. Songs for rituals, ceremonies, and rites of 

passage. Songs were the oral history of many cultures, it passed on valuable information such 

as which plants they could eat, and which ones were poisonous, how to hunt, or even how to 

harvest food. Some songs told of the stories of our ancestors, the sacrifices they made during a 

war, so they may not be forgotten. There were songs that were meant to communicate the living 

with the spiritual world.  Songs were the intangible mode of education for our ancestors-- 

teaching them how to survive and live.  

  

The earliest instruments came later and would have been made of material readily available to 

our ancestors—animal skin and bone, wood, stone, and horns. The earliest music instruments 

were found in southern Germany—a flute made of vulture’s bone; Two mammoth ivory flutes 

found in nearby caves in 2012. The instruments have been carbon dated between 42,000 to 

43,000 years old. This archeological find suggests that musical instruments may have been 

used in recreation or for religious rituals. 

  

Other archeological evidence of early music instruments are the cave paintings that show a man 

playing a musical bow in Dordogne, France. The instrument is similar to what African cattle 

herders use today.  

  

Prehistoric music instruments were slit drums, wooden xylophones, rattles made of gourd, 

stones, scrappers, a Jew’s harp, drums that used animal hides. They also used bamboo, conch 

shells, animal bone, reeds, and parts of trees for wind instruments.  

  

In nearly all cultures of the world, music has played an integral part of life. Depending on the 

culture, music can play a part of a bigger whole. (Ex. Hayashi ensemble for Noh, Use of 

bamboo stamping tubes for curing rituals, etc.) In some cultures, instruments are considered 

sacred, some believe that spirits reside within an instrument, while others are revered as it is 

used to connect with the divine.  

  



 

Despite the many differences between the many countries all over the world, are similarities that 

cannot be ignored. Music of the groups in Africa, Asia, Polynesia, and the Americas all have 

complex rhythms that are inseparable to dance and even rituals. There is a flexibility in melody 

and closely follow the patterns of speech.  

  

In learning about the different musics of the world, we begin to piece together a larger story of 

who we are as a species.  
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WEST AFRICA 

  

Africa is an enormous continent; its size is twice that of Asia, and is larger than the United 

States of America, China, Europe, and Brazil combined. Africa is the second largest continent in 

the world—from north to south measures to about 8,000 kilometers. The continent is divided 

into five subregions: North, East, Central, West, and Southern Africa. As these regions have 

many different types of African music, there isn’t such a thing as “African music.” They have a 

rich tapestry of musical traditions that are a part of their everyday life and are often sung: rituals, 

ceremonies, and prayers.  

  

The West African region is composed of the following countries: Benin, Burkina, Cape Verde, 

Faso, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Ivory Coast, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, 

Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Togo. Within each region are groups of people who 

have unique cultures, beliefs, and traditions. In west Africa, religious syncretism is practiced, 

some practice Christianity while others Islam but these have been intertwined with ancient 

beliefs, rituals, and traditions.  

  

Photo	by	Damian	Patkowski	on	
Unsplash	



 

Historically, powerful kingdoms in West Africa existed before the colonials came. The empires of 

the Nok, Benin, Mande, Ghana, Songhay, Dahomey, and Buganda controlled trade routes and 

exported cloth, metal ornaments especially gold, cotton, and leather goods. During the 15th 

century brought about foreigners which led many West Africans to be displaced and brought to 

Europe and America to be sold as slaves that lasted from the 17th to the 19th century. It was 

through this painful piece of history that brought about ragtime, blues, rhythm-and-blues, jazz, 

soul, rock-and-roll, rap, and hip-hop and other genres we listen to today. The European 

colonization brought about great suffering and turmoil to the land and people of West Africa. 

Since then, there has been a constant struggle for autonomy well after the end of World War II.  

  

Despite the many unique music of varying groups of West Africa, there are common 

characteristics that unite them. Call-and-response is a musical technique where one musician 

sings or plays a musical phrase, and the second musician responds with his own musical 

phrase. Hemiola in rhythm is a combination of rhythmic patterns that contrast each other—in 

this case, three beats of equal value against a pattern of two beats also of equal value. Having 

poly-rhythmic patterns is another feature common to the music of West Africa, usually these 

rhythmic patterns are played at the same time and complement each other, often using 

syncopation. Complex polyphonic textures are marked with 

improvisation. Attention to timbre can create sounds that 

imitate, contrast, and blend. Lastly, certain types of scales, 

modes, and tuning systems exist. 

  

An important characteristic of West African music is its 

concept of community. In paying homage, it was important 

for the community to be involved. “The ideals of 

interdependence [are] of key importance for Akan people, 

as for people everywhere. We all have our individual paths 

and there is often the temptation to go it alone. Yet it is 

together, collectively, as members of communities human 

and beyond, that we usually find ourselves best equipped to 

meet our needs, solve our problems, and pay homage to 

those whom it is due.” (Bakan, 2012) 

  
Ashanti	Drum		
https://images.metmuseum.org/CRDImage
s/mi/original/203718.jpg	



 

Here are some instruments that are well-known in West Africa:  

  

The Fontomfrom is a drum ensemble of the royal Akan, an ethnic group from Ghana. The 

ensemble and its music are a status symbol. It symbolizes power and the legitimacy of the Akan 

chief who owns the instruments. It is composed of three pairs of barrel-shaped drums (from, 

atumpan, eguankoba) with the exception of an iron bell called a dawuro, which plays a steady, 

repeating rhythmic pattern (ostinato). The from is the tallest drum among the three and is played 

by the leader of the ensemble. The atumpan are medium sized drums with a higher pitch than 

those of the from. Lastly, the eguankoba are thin drums with the higher pitch among the three 

drums in the ensemble.  

  

The bala or balafon is a wooden xylophone made of 17 to 21 wooden slats of different lengths 

suspended over a wooden frame. Underneath each slat is a calabash resonator. Traditionally, 

the player sits on the ground and strikes the keys with a pair of rubber-ended mallets.  

  

The koni or ngoni is a plucked chordophone. Its 

body is made of wood and is shaped like a canoe. 

Animal hide is tightly stretched over the wood. The 

strings run along the neck fretless which is attached 

to the body. The koni is played similar to the guitar 

although the size, range, or number of strings may 

vary.  

 

The Kora is a 21-string spike harp chordophone of 

the Mande peoples. Just as the sitar is associated 

with Indian music, the kora is associated with the 

different music of Africa. Traditionally, it used to be 

played only by men. It is played upright, with the 

rotund calabash resonator sits on the lap of the 

player, while the straight wooden neck stretches the 

strings. The strings were once made of antelope 

hide, but nowadays use nylon. The resonator has a sound hole and half of it is covered with 

cowhide. There are two hand grips and only the thumbs and forefingers play.  

 

Kora. Image Source: 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/5011
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Certain families among the Mande known as the jelilu are allowed to play these instruments 

exclusively. Men both sang and played instruments, but women sang exclusively. They sang 

about history, their ancestors, and even social and political commentary. These families of court 

musicians devote their lives to preserving and cultivating their tradition by singing praise songs 

to honor royalty. Nowadays, a jeli’s services can be hired by wealthy patrons or politicians.  

 

Photo Credits: 

Tsavo East National Park Kenya, Africa. Image by Damian Patkowski on Unsplash -  

https://unsplash.com/photos/T-LfvX-7IVg 
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SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:  
 
WRITTEN:  
1. What similarities does the traditional music of West Africa have in common with the 

traditional music of the Philippines of your region? 
2. How do the people of Africa regard music? For entertainment? Work?  
3. Research on a specific West African tribe and discuss how music is integrated in their 

lives.  
 
PERFORMANCE:  
 
1. Community is an important aspect of West African music. With 3 other classmates, 
think of complimenting rhythmic patterns that follow the characteristics of West African 
music. (You may integrate music applications to this activity.) 

	



 

LATIN AMERICA 

  

The many styles of music known under Latin America today was a result of the intertwining of 

the different music from countries such as Mexico, Spain, Portugal, and the Caribbean with the 

different music from Africa. It was a cultural exchange that came about when Europeans arrived 

with African slaves.  

  

Before the arrival of Europeans, native groups saw music as an integrated part of daily life. 

Songs and dances accompanied by skin drums; and flutes made of shells or animal bones were 

performed in religious rituals, rites of passage, leisure, work, rites of harvest, and ceremonies. 

Music was also used as a means to communicate with the spiritual realm.  

  

Latin American music has a very tumultuous history. During the Spanish and Portuguese 

conquests of the 15th and 16th centuries, the conquistadors destroyed a lot of indigenous or 

native music and forced the natives to convert to their culture, religion, language, and even 

music. Europeans brought with them instruments such as the guitar, the organ, the harp, the 

 
Cuba. Photo by Alexander Kunze on 

Unsplash 



 

violin, the flutes, and the chirimías. African slaves brought by their European owners integrated 

their own musical cultures and created new genres such as the Salsa, the Samba, Merengue, 

Son, and the Rumba to name a few. By the 19th century, Latin America turned to its music to 

define their cultural identity. Its music was used as a powerful conduit to political change. 

Meanwhile, the new Latin American styles of music evolved once more by combining elements 

of Jazz—thus Latin Jazz, Bossa Nova, Mambo, and other genres were born. 
  

Popular instruments in Latin America are usually divided into two categories: Indigenous or 

Non-Indigenous. Indigenous music instruments are those that are native to them, while non-

indigenous music instruments were those that were imported from other countries and later 

adapted. Some instruments such as the flutes (kenas), panpipes, and ocharinas and conch 

shell trumpets are native to Latin America 

while the guitar, the mandolin, the lute, the 

violin, the organ, and the harp were 

imported from Spain and other European 

countries.  
  

Instruments commonly played in present-

day Latin American music are the guitar, 

the congas, the guiro, the timbale, the 

claves, cowbells, sometimes 

accompanied by brass ensembles. There 

are many other instruments and ensemble 

configurations vary according to the 

genre.  

  

Congas are large drums that are usually 

played in pairs and mounted to a rack. 

The congas are played with the hands 

and can produce different tones by 

striking the head of the drum in different 

ways (open, muted, rim, etc.) The congas 

originate from Cuba and are made of 

wood for the body of the instrument, 

Title: Güiro  

Image Source: 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/502003	



 

animal hide for the head, and rope and metal to secure the top of the drum.  

  

The güiro is a handheld wooden or metal scrapper. It is played by running a stick along the 

grooves of the instrument to create a rattling or scraping sound.  

  

Timbales look similar to the conga and are also played in pairs. Their bodies are much shorter 

than the congas and are also mounted on a rack. They are however played with sticks instead 

of their hands. Cowbells can also be added to the rack of the timbales.  

  

The claves are handheld wooden blocks played by striking the two blocks together to create 

sound. Deceptively simple, the claves are a distinct instrument commonly played in Cuban 

music.  

  

Latin American music is vast, there are plenty of instruments, genres, and approaches to 

choose from. It possesses similarities between Philippine music and history; the Philippines 

colonized by the Spanish in the 14th century, effectively eradicating the native music of the 

lowlands and integrating Spanish music instruments which is known as the Visayan traditional 

rondalla music. The Filipinos also used music as a form of revolt against the tyrannical 

government of the Marcos regime despite the censorship at the time. Nueva cancion or new 

song was a musical genre that saw political and social upheavals in Latin America.  
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SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES 

Written Activity:  

1. What are the differences and similarities between the music of Latin America 

and the music of the Philippines?  

2. How is cultural identity important in understanding yourself? Is it really essential?  

3. Research on one of the many song writers of the genre Nueva cancion: write a 

short essay on his or her contribution and what struck you most about his or 

her story.  

  

Performance Activities : 

  

Activity 1: Using PadOS GarageBand, try merging different genres by combining Apple 

loops with Latin American loops.  

  

Activity 2: Using iOS Garage Band, create your own rhythms inspired by Latin America 

o   Create a new Song 

o   Tracks > Drummer > Percussion > Isabela (Latin Percussion)  

o   Instruction: Create your own rhythmic patterns by tinkering the different 

instruments and features.  

o   When you’re satisfied with your work, you can send your work as a song 

format to your teacher via email.  

  

Activity 3: American Latin Rhythms on Beat Sequencer 

-       Create a new Song 

-       Tracks > Drums > Beat Sequencer 

-       Change Modern 808 > Percussion > Latin 

-       Instruction: Input the rhythmic notations assigned to you by your teacher on 

Beat Sequencer. 

-       Note: You can change Time Signature in Settings. 	



 

SOUTH PACIFIC 

  

The South Pacific is a group of islands divided into three regions: Polynesia, Melanesia, and 

Micronesia. Well-known countries include New Zealand, Fiji, and the Solomon Islands. The 

countries in Polynesia are the Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, Samoa, and New 

Zealand. The countries in Melanesia are Fiji, Papua New Guinea, New Caledonia and also 

include Vanuatu and Solomon Islands. Micronesia is composed Kiribati, Nauru, Palau, the 

Republic of the Marshall Islands, the Marianas (Guam and the Commonwealth of the Northern 

Mariana Islands), and the Federated States of Micronesia (Yap, Chuuk, Pohnpei, and Kosrae).  

These groups of islands are located west of the Philippines, which is probably why we could 

relate to Disney’s Moana.  

  

Pacific Islanders are what people call the indigenous inhabitants of the Pacific Islands. They 

were the one of the first peoples to invent maritime sailing boats to travel long distances from 

one island to another. The culture between Pacific Islanders and Philippine natives have many 

similarities from creating stilt houses, to wetland agriculture. Both cultures practice jade carving, 

hand tap tattooing, and create rock art motifs. They have a common set of domesticated plants 

(like rice, bananas, coconuts, breadfruit, yams, taro, and mulberry) and domesticated animals 

(chickens, pigs, and dogs). There are even linguistic connections between Southeast Asia, 

Madagascar, and Polynesia prior to the colonial era. The Pacific Islands are home to many 

languages, subcultures, traditions, cultures, and even music.  

Photo	by	Marek	Okon	on	Unsplash	



 

  

Before the arrival of colonial influences, the Pacific Island region was almost entirely vocal; they 

had stories that narrated their genealogy—tracing one’s ancestry to understand one’s history 

and song chants for ceremonies, rituals, and rites of passage. There is an emphasis on the text 

over the music—there are usually multiple layers of meaning carried within the text that is sung. 

These songs often go hand-in-hand with dance, often performed communally. Because there 

was no form of notation, these songs are handed down from one generation to the next through 

oral tradition.  

  

Pre-colonial music instruments were sparse, as maritime people, instruments were made with 

whatever material was available to them and travelling from island to island meant these 

instruments were either portable or left behind. Some instruments of the South Pacific were 

made of wood, shells, and coconut. Slit 

drums, sounding boards (pulotu), conch 

trumpet, nose flutes, and panpipes are 

common throughout the South Pacific.  

  

The adoption of Western instruments 

brought by European missionaries led 

to a marriage of musical elements 

between the two cultures. Church 

hymns specifically were adapted by 

Polynesians, becoming polyphonic and 

accompanied by brass bands.  
  

Micronesian music, just like Polynesia's, 

are mostly vocal. These songs are 

based around rituals and mythology. 

The songs are believed to be presented 

by the spirits in dreams and trances. In 

Kikibati, it is believed that there is no 

composer but the music comes to them 

“by magic” or “te kainikamean.” 

Traditional dances in Pohnpei, Chuuk, 

Title:	Aje	(late	19th-C)	Micronesian-Marshall	Islands	
Description:		While	most	drums	of	the	Pacific	were	played	by	men,	Aje	were	
drums	played	almost	exclusively	by	women	in	the	Marshall	Islands.	Apart	from	
accompanying	men!s	dances,	these	were	also	used	during	times	of	war	to	
encourage	the	men	to	continue	fighting	in	battle.		
Image	Source	Link:	https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/501115	



 

and Yap use sticks—“stick dancing”. Chuuk also has standing dances, while the Yap have 

sitting dances. There are rules that limit performers according to gender, age, and caste. 

Example, the standing dances are performed either by women or men and boys, but never 

together. In dance competition, the men dance according to caste. One of the few exceptions 

that allow young men and young women to dance together is the Chuuk’s “Moonlight Dance”. It 

can only be performed with the permission of the village chief and only on a full moon. 

  

The many musical styles of the region of Melanesia have yet to be studied. With the exception 

of Papua New Guinea, the music of Melanesia is also steeped in vocal music and dance, 

accompanied by a variety of drums, slit-log gongs, flutes, and panpipes.  
 

 

Photo Credits : 

 

Image Link: Chuuk Lagoon, Weno, Federated States of Micronesia. Photo by Marek Okon  

https://unsplash.com/photos/gTa2C4x9pSY 
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SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:  

Written Activity 1: Papua New Guinea has a Jew’s harp similar to that of the Philippines. 

What are the similarities and differences between them? Pay attention to how it is played 

and what is being played.  

  

Written Activity 2: Deep Dive! Select a country among the South Pacific and research on 

their specific type of music. Summarize your research in a paragraph or two and include a 

video featuring the traditional music of your choice. Post this on your teacher’s padlet.  

  

Performance Activity 1: Panpipes are an instrument present in all three regions of the South 

Pacific. Create your own panpipes using materials you have at home. You may use  

http://www.philtulga.com/Panpipes.html#virtual as a reference.  



 

EAST ASIA 

  

The countries in East Asia are China, Japan, Mongolia, North Korea, South Korea, Taiwan, 

Hong Kong, and Macau. While there are many styles to the music of East Asia, Chinese 

traditional music plays a major influence in the music of its neighboring countries as evidenced 

by the similarities between their musical instruments.  

  

In listening to East Asian music, those inclined towards the Western form of music might find the 

former “odd”. Unlike the Western style of music, East Asian music follows a different set of 

theories and draws from different influences. Therefore, to better understand and appreciate the 

music of East Asia, it is important to learn about each countries’ background before listening to 

the music. Understanding their function is also essential.  

  

According to William P. Malm, traditional East Asian musical characteristics are linearity, 

transparency, and word orientation. Linearity means placing an emphasis on melodic tension 

and release. There isn’t much harmony to go about unlike Western music. In traditional East 

Photo	by	Thomas	Tucker	on	Unsplash	



 

Asian music, all melodic instruments play in unison. On the rare occasion harmonic texture is 

used, it doesn’t serve the same purpose of building tension to a chord progression, but rather to 

provide color. Transparency means that individual instruments are meant to be heard despite 

being a part of a larger ensemble, as there is no harmony, timbre is an important feature that 

allows each of these instruments to be heard. Word orientations refer to most titles in traditional 

East Asian music that evoke an image; or had a text or title, and the music would evoke or 

imitate exactly what it was. Most titles were oriented towards nature.  
  

Image Source:  

 

Fushimiinari Shrine, Kōtō-ku, Japan by Thomas Tucker on Unsplash.  

Link: https://unsplash.com/photos/KraXdvWzKNw 

  

  

  
 

 

! 	



 

CHINA 

  

China is one of the oldest civilizations to have documented their history, culture, customs, and 

tradition. The dominant ethnic group are the Hans, who comprise the majority (93%) of the 

population in China. Other groups include the Mongolians, the Manchu Tibetan, Mosuo, Yi, 

Miao, Lisu, Hani, Bai, Naxi, Dai, Yao, and Zhuang. Other large groups that follow Islam are the 

Hui, Uyghur, Kazak, Tartar, Kirgiz, Tajik, and Uzbek to name a few.  

  

China has a long and influential music tradition. Over thousands of years, as many dynasties 

rose and fell, China was influenced by many musical influences and underwent changes to stay 

relevant. There are over 300,000 Chinese folk songs and more than 200 musical instruments. 

Music was seen as a status symbol among the elite. According to ancient scholars, a learned 

man had to master 4 arts: Shu (Chinese Calligraphy),Qi (strategy game of Go),  Hua (Chinese 

painting), and Qin (String Music – playing the Guqin). Just like the Ancient Greeks, the Ancient 

Chinese understood that a proper education extended beyond one’s ability to read and write. 

Photo	by	Sam	Beasley	on	Unsplash	

Li River by Sam Beasley.  
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The guqin is the musical instrument of the literati. It wasn’t enough for a scholar to learn how to 

play the guqin but also to compose his own music, for the Chinese believed that music gave 

them a deeper understanding of nature and the world.  
  

Throughout China’s history, bell and chime music was enjoyed as early as the Xia, Shang, and 

Zhou Dynasties by the imperial family and dignitaries. The Tang Dynasty saw singing and 

dancing shift from the court to include entertaining the common people. The Song Dynasty 

brought about Chinese opera, performed in tearooms 

and theaters. Chinese opera continued to thrive and 

evolve during the Dynasties of Ming and Qing.  

  

A historical event that affected Chinese music was the 

Cultural Revolution. After the establishment of the 

People’s Republic, traditional music was nearly 

obliterated. The only music allowed were 

revolutionary songs, any other type of music was 

greatly restricted. Songs during this period were 

geared towards re-imposing Maoist agendas among 

the Chinese.  

  

Kunqu opera is one of the oldest forms of Chinese 

opera and was developed during the Ming dynasty. It 

was a combination of acting, singing, and dancing. 

Onstage, Kunqu opera had simpler costumes and 

minimal stage design than those of Peking opera. 

Kunqu’s main focus was the literary text. The singers 

were accompanied by a bamboo flute called a dizi, 

the melody of the dizi plays in unison with the singer. 

Stories told in Kunqu opera were often about 

domestic life. To a certain extent, theater forms 

served to teach its audiences moral lessons when 

there was no formal institution of learning. Some famous Kunqu operas are The Peony Pavilion, 

Palace of Eternal Life, Peach Blossoms Fan, and Fifteen Strings of Cash.  

  

Title: Stone Relief of musicians at the 
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Arguably the most popular form of Chinese opera is called Peking Opera or Beijing Opera. It 

also involves acting, singing, dancing but also employs mime and acrobatics. Peking opera told 

stories of myths and folklore. It used flamboyant make-up and costumes, elaborate stage 

designs. The main accompanying instrument is a bamboo fiddle called the jinghu. Famous 

Peking opera plays are Farewell My Concubine, Drunken Beauty, The Heavenly Maid Scatters 

Blossoms, Lady Mu Guiying Takes Command.  

  

The Yayue is traditional ceremonial music in Ancient China. It was a status symbol of power 

among the aristocrats and bureaucrats.. There are two different yayue ensembles that represent 

the yin and yang. The yin—is a smaller ensemble meant to be played in terraces of a building. 

The yang is the larger ensemble 

played in the courtyard. The 

smaller ensemble consists of 

singers accompanied by 

chordophone zithers such as the 

se and qin, aerophones such as 

the panpipes, xiao flutes, and 

dizi. The larger ensemble was 

instrumental and contained all 

the Chinese musical instruments 

and was laid out  in five 

directions on stage—north, 

south, east, west, and center. 

The wind instruments occupied the center while the bronze bells and stone chimes on the sides, 

while the drums occupied the four corners. The purpose of yayue court music varied; when held 

outdoors, the music was intended for the praise of heaven, while yayue performed indoors was 

used to praise the virtue of emperors and ancestors.  

  

Instruments of the Yayue are categorized according to the materials of the instruments: 

bamboo, wood, stone, metal, clay, silk, gourd, and hide. The silk has the guqin, a seven-

stringed fretless zither; and the se, a twenty-five zither with moveable bridges. The bamboo 

category are mostly aerophones—a dizi, is a transverse bamboo flute; xiao, an end-blown flute; 

panpipes paixiao; and chí, an ancient Chinese flute. The wood category has the zhù, a 

percussion instrument played to signal the beginning of the yayue to perform. The zhu is made 
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of a wooden box that tapers from the bottom and is played by striking a stick on the inside. The 

Yu is a wooden percussion that is sculpted into the shape of a tiger; a stick is run across its 

serrated back that creates a clattering sound. A rack of 16 suspended L-shaped stone chimes 

that are played using a mallet are called bianqing.  

  

 

Internet Search Keywords:  Ancient Chinese Music, Traditional Chinese Music, Guqin, 

Guzheng, Erhu, Silk Road, Buddhism, Confucius, Confucianism, Cultural Revolution, One Belt 

One Road Initiative, Uyghurs, Miao, Mosuo, Monkey Journey to the West, Yunnan, Beijing, 

Fujian, Kunqi opera, Peking opera, Chinese traditional court music, Music in China 
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Written Activity:  

1. Ancient Chinese traditional music was nearly eradicated during the Cultural 

Revolution. Why is it important to learn about our cultural history?  

2. How are the Ancient Greeks’ understanding of music similar or different from those of 

the Ancient Chinese scholars? 

 

  

Performance Activity 1: Using the pentatonic scale, create your own melody inspired by 

Chinese traditional music. 	



 

JAPAN 

  

 

 

Historically, Japanese traditional music can find its roots from China. There are two forms 

recognized as the oldest forms of music—shōmyō or Buddhist chanting, and gagaku or court 

music.  

  

Shōmyō is ritual singing music by Buddhist monks. Shōmyō uses a pentatonic scale. There are 

two styles: ryokyoku and rikkyoku. Among the Tendai and Shingon sects, use this style as the 

basis for other Buddhist singing.  

  

Gagaku is an ancient form of Japanese court music. During the 10th century, Gagaku was 

established in the Heian period and developed as the court music of the Kyoto Imperial Palace. 

There are three primary repertoires in Gagaku: Kuniburi no utamai ( imperial songs and dance 

and native Shinto religious music); Utaimono (vocal folk music); and Togaku (Songs and dance 

 



 

based on foreign musical forms). Gagaku is distinct from the Chinese Yayue because of its 

function. Yayue is reserved for ceremonial music.  

  

Instruments of the gagaku are categorized according to three: wind, string, and percussion. The 

gagaku orchestra is composed of wind instruments (shou, ryuteki, and  hichiriki); strings 

(various biwa and koto), and percussion (san-no-tsuzumi, gakudaiko, shouko, kakko, etc.)  

  

Noh is a traditional theater form that uses 

music, dance, and drama. Noh tells stories of 

legend, history, and contemporary events. 

Because themes often relate to fantasy; 

dreams, supernatural worlds, ghosts, and 

spirits, masks are needed to help the audience 

which character is being portrayed. Noh is 

considered a serious theater form. The first 

patrons of noh were shrines, temples, and 

nobility. Noh is usually accompanied by an 

ensemble called the hayashi.  

  

The hayashi is composed of the fue (flute), 

otsuzumi (hip drum), kotsuzumi (shoulder 

drum), and the taiko (a skin drum played with 

wooden sticks). Most musicians inherit their 

place from their fathers and study all four 

instruments but specialize and perform only the 

one instrument during their career in noh.  

  

Kabuki is another classical Japanese theater form. Instead of wearing masks, performers wear 

costumes. The plot of kabuki underwent change to adapt to the times. Kabuki began on the dry 

river bed of the Kamo River in Kyoto when a shrine maiden, Izumo no Okuni began performing 

parodies of Buddhist monks praying. Kabuki turned into a dance with other female troupes. At 

the arrival of the Tokugawa shogunate enforced a censorship because Kabuki was considered 

too risqué. The Tokugawa enacted sanctions on gender, age, and even the content of the 

dance, evolving it into a 5-act play steeped in Confucian philosophy. To this day, Kabuki 

Title:	O	Tsuzumi	Drum		
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continues to evolve with its elaborate make-up and costumes and exaggerated acting. Kabuki 

heavily influenced anime, Japanese film and television animation.  

  

There are two ensembles that accompany Kabuki: Onstage is the debayashi composed of 4 

kotsuzumi, 2 taiko, 1 ostuzumi, 1 fue, 8 singers, and 8 shamisen. The geza-ongaku are off-

stage and usually take charge of the special effects to enhance the performance.  
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Online Activity:  

1. Using an online or drum app, record your own Japanese taiko drum patterns.  

2. Create your own taiko drum patterns using the Taiko Drum Machine 

https://www.dokodon.com/#/ 

 

Written Activity:  

1. Compare and contrast the music and instruments of Japan and China.  

2. How do the Japanese perceive traditional Japanese music?  

 

Performance Activity:  

1. Research on a Japanese Folk Story or Myth. Reenact and record the story and use 

Japanese inspired music to support the performance.  



 

 

KOREA 

 

Before 1945, North Korea and South Korea were united under one flag. The country was 

divided among different tribes which later evolved into kingdoms. Three kingdoms: Goguryeo, 

Silla, and Baekje were constantly at war with each other over supremacy of the country. These 

kingdoms eventually united during the Goryeo dynasty. Many dynasties rose and fell, going 

through conflicts within different internal factions and invasions from neighboring Japan. By the 

19th century, Korea was stagnant. The end of World War II in 1945 saw the division of 

communist North Korea and a democratic South Korea.  

 

As a country, Korea was heavily influenced by its neighbors China and Japan evidenced by the 

establishment of a governing body, the existence of laws as early as the 9th century, the 

practice of Buddhism, and its traditional music to name a few.  

 

Korean traditional music has existed as far back as the 3rd century; where a Chinese account 

mentions northwestern Korean tribes celebrated nong’ak, an agricultural festival filled with 

singing and dancing. One of the oldest practices that involve music involves shamanism-- the 
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communication with the unseen world by a female shaman (mudang). The shaman uses a 

variety of musical instruments such as drums, flutes, gongs, and fiddles. 

 

Traditional music instruments can be divided according to material then how it is played. 

Stringed instruments such as the gayageum and geomungo are played by plucking the strings. 

The ajaeng requires a bow to produce sound. Lastly, the yanggeum creates sound when the 

strings are struck by a stick.    

 

A zither made of paulownia wood is called a gayageum. It has twelve silk-strings and twelve 

movable bridges. There are different variants of the gayageum which alter in size and number of 

strings. The right hand plucks while the left alters the pitch by pressing down on the strings.  

 

The geomungo is also a zither but with only six strings, three movable bridges and sixteen frets. 

It is also played by plucking and using the other hand to press the string to dampen or alter 

pitch. Similar to the Chinese guqin, the geomungo was considered the instrument scholars were 

expected to learn as part of their education.  

 

The haegeum is a two-stringed vertical fiddle. The soundbox is made of paulownia wood, the 

string made of silk (now metal) and is run through a bow made of horsehair to produce sound. 

The neck of the instrument is made of bamboo that lead up to two pegs that are used to tune 

the instrument. The haegeum was introduced to Korea as a counterpart to the Chinese erhu.  

 

A large Korean bowed zither is called ajaeng. It has seven strings made of twisted silk and are 

supported by movable bridges. The bow is made of forsythia wood hardened by pine resin.  

 

The yaggeum is a hammered dulcimer made of 54 metal strings in groups of four. A bamboo 

hammer is used to strike the strings to produce sound.  

 

Wind instruments such as the piri, danso, taepyeongso, daegeum, and the sogeum are made of 

bamboo. The piri is a double-reed instrument, similar to the oboe. It has eight finger holes-- 

seven in front and one at the back). There are different variants to the piri such as hyang piri, se 

piri, dang piri, and dae pirim. 

 



 

The daegeum is a large bamboo transverse flute. It has six finger holes and a special aperture 

covered with a reed membrane that gives the flute a unique buzzing sound. The daegeum is 

played in court as well as other types of musical events. The daegeum’s origin revolved around 

a folklore. It was said that King Sinmun of Silla had fashioned the instrument from a bamboo 

tree that sat on top of a magical island. It was said that the flute would bring peace and harmony 

to the Kingdom of Silla. The flute was called manpasikjeok.  

 

The danso is an end-blown vertical bamboo flute with five finger holes. While it is traditionally 

made of bamboo, there are plastic variants that exist today. The danso was imported from 

China and was called the duanxiao.  

 

The saenghwang is a free reed mouth organ. The cavity of the saenghwan is made of dried 

gourd and the 17 pipes of varying length are made of bamboo. Holes are carved into each 

bamboo to alter pitch. The saenghwang has counterparts in both China (sheng) and Japan 

(sho).  

 

The taepyeongso is a double reed instrument similar to the Chinese suona. The body is made 

of wood, a mouthpiece made of metal, and a cup-shaped metal bell. The taepyeongso is played 

in folk music, marching bands, and in court.  

 

The traditional percussive instruments of Korea are divided into two categories: instruments with 

pitch and instruments without pitch. Materials used to make these instruments range from metal, 

wood, skin, bamboo, and stone. Melodic or instruments with pitch include the pyeonjong and the 

pyeongyeong; while the bak, buk, jwago, janggu, jing, and kwenggawi are percussion 

instruments with no pitch.  

 

The bak is a wooden clapper. It is made of six hardwood boards tied together. The person 

playing the bak serves at the conductor, indicating when the music starts.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

The janggu is an 

hourglass shaped 

drum. It is said to 

portray the sound of 

rain and is said to 

represent the harmony 

between a man and a 

woman. The janggu is 

made of paulownia 

wood and its heads are 

made of animal skin. 

Unlike most traditional instruments, the janggu is believed to have originated from the Indian 

idakka.  

 

The jwago is a hanging drum.. The player always sits on the floor when playing the jwago. The 

jwago accompanies orchestra or wind ensembles and serves as a cue to intensify the sound of 

the janggu. 

 

The pyeonjong are bronze bells hung over a wooden frame. There are sixteen bronze bells and 

are played with a stick made of cow horn. They are similar to the Chinese bianzhong.  

 

The pyeongyeong are l-shaped flat stone chimes. There are sixteen stones suspended and 

mounted over  a wooden frame and are played with a stick made of cow horn. They are similar 

to the Chinese bianqing.  

 

The soribuk is a barrel drum used to accompany folk songs called pansori. The soribuk is 

played with the left hand open and a wooden stick on the right hand. The wood is often birch. 

The head is made of animal skin and is tacked similar to those of the Chinese drums.  

 

Studying Korean traditional music allows us a glimpse into the culture, beliefs, and traditions of 

its people. As a neighboring country to China and Japan, Korean traditional music stands as 

proof that music is something that can be shared between cultures and still be rooted in their 

identity. 

 

Title: Changgo ("# ) or Janggu 



 

Today, South Korea is an overwhelming cultural force that transcends language. Popular 

Korean music groups such as BTS and Black Pink, along with an abundance of television 

shows are popular worldwide. These Korean cultural influences have carefully shaped the 

attitudes and preferences of people from foreign nations which manages to influence 

international affairs (read up on: soft power). As South Korea continues to evolve and shape its 

music to a worldwide audience, it also never forgets its cultural traditions.  

 

Online Search Phrases:  

National Gugak Center, South Korean traditional instruments, manpasikjeok,  

                

Image Link: https://unsplash.com/photos/p_D5pbQG5TE by Bundo Kim on Unsplash 

                                                                                                                         

 

 

References:  

 

Malm, W. P. (2021, January 19). Japanese music. Encyclopedia Britannica. 

https://www.britannica.com/art/Japanese-music (Malm, 2000) 

 

Malm, W. P. (2014, November 19). Korean music. Encyclopedia Britannica. 

https://www.britannica.com/art/Korean-music (National Gugak Center, 2015) 

 

Hahn, Bae-ho , Lee, Ki-baik , Lew, Young Ick , Lee, Jung Ha and Lee, Kwang-rin. 

"Korea". (25 Jan. 2019). Encyclopedia Britannica. 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Korea. Accessed 12 June 2021. 

 

National Gugak Center (2015). Google Arts & Culture. Retrieved from Korea Traditional Musical 

Instruments: https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/korea-traditional-musical-

instruments-national-gugak-center-gugakwon/TQLCWFVCGDVvKQ?hl=en 

 



 

 

 

 

     ! 	

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:  

 
Written Activity:  

1. How are the instruments of Korea similar or different from the instruments of its neighboring 

countries-- China and Japan?  

 

2. Research on K-pop as a soft-power and its effects on international affairs. How did the 

South Korean music industry break down International barriers? How does this affect how 

we perceive music?  

 

Performance Activity:  

1. Create a cover of a K-pop song and accompany yourself with online traditional music 

instruments of Korea.  

 

2. Group Project: Research on a Korean folklore or myth. Through a storytelling medium 

(shadow puppet, digital story cartoon, or theater play) tell the story with popular k-pop 

songs that support the plot and integrate some scenes with music inspired by traditional 

Korean music instruments.  
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