
!" Shakuhachi (Japanese end blown bamboo flute) 
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Description 
 
 The Shakuhachi is an end-blown notched bamboo flute of Japan. The modern standard version has four 
finger holes and one thumb hole. Originally imported from China by the early 8th century, it reappeared around 
the 15th century in a Japanized form and has since come to be used in several quite diverse types of music: 
meditative solos, small ensemble pieces, folksong, and modern works by both native and foreign composers.  
 
Shakuhachis - Sizes and Pitches  
 
 The name shakuhachi is derived from the term "isshaku hassun" which means one shaku and eight sun 
(1.8 Japanese feet, equivalent to 54.5 cm. Thus, 1 shaku = 30.3cm). Even though the term shakuhachi refers to 
the standard size instrument - which renders d1 as its pipe note - it can refer to many different sizes ranging from 
1.3 shaku to 2.5 shaku and even longer. There are shakuhachis for every note in the gamut, though the two most 
common are those whose pipe notes are d1 and c1. 
       (1 shaku = 30.3 cm) 
* Tonic (Pipe note) Piano Pitch  Approx.Length in Shaku  Approx.Length in Cm    
g1   G47   1.3    39.4 
gb

1/f#1   F#46   1.4    42.4 
f1   F45   1.5    45.4 
e1   E44   1.6    48.5 
eb

1/d#1   D#43   1.7    51.5 
d1 (standard flute) D42   1.8    54.5  
db

1/c#1   C#41   1.9    57.6 
c1   C40   2.0    60.6 
b   B39   2.1    63.6 
bb/a#1

   A#38   2.2    66.7 
a   A37   2.3    69.7 
ab/g#   G#36   2.4    72.7 
g   A35   2.5     75.7 
f   F33   2.7    81.8 
 
* The tonic of the shakuhachi is the same as the pipe note - the note sounded when all finger holes are closed.  
 



Naming 
 
 We will call a Shakuhachi by its pipe note, ie. the note which is rendered when all holes are closed. For 
the purposes of this discussion, the shakuhachi referred to is always the standard pipe note d1 flute. 
  
Range and Notation 
 
 Taking the standard pipe note d1 shakuhachi, the extreme range would extend from c1 to e4. The 
following considerations apply: 
- c1 and c#1 are special extended notes, created by lowering the head while playing the pipe note d1.  
- the basic range is d1 to e3. 
- extended range is up to e4; some notes in this highest octave are difficult to obtain, for example f3. Consult 
with the performer. 
  
 In western notation one notates the pipe note d1 shakuhachi at pitch and in the treble clef. Japanese 
notation is possible, and will covered in the section on Japanese notation systems. For shakuhachi other than the 
pipe note d1 there are 2 ways to notate, though the decision should be left up to the performer: 

1. Transposition - notate for the d1 shakuhachi always, and indicate which pipe note is called for. 
2. At concert pitch, in western notation. 

 
 The transposition method would seem the more reasonable, and would allow the performer to change 
between different sized instruments without having to adjust his mind to an entire new notational map. 
 
Basic Scale and Tuning  
 
 The scale rendered by beginning on the pipe note, and without half holing, is a pentatonic minor:  
6-1-2-3-5-6, or, in movable Do: la-do-re-mi-sol-la.  A shakuhachi in D will render the scale: d-f-g-a-c-d.  
 
 The standard shakuhachi renders a pipe note of d1. However, certain instruments may not accord with 
western standard pitch, partly because the shakuhachi has a long tradition of solo meditational music, and in 
such a context standard pitch is non-essential. The composer needs to call for an instrument of standard pitch 
when composing for shakuhachi within an ensemble.  
 
General Considerations 
 
 Though shakuhachi differ in size, rendering different absolute pitches, the scale remains unchanged, and 
for practical purposes is named d-f-g-a-c. This is called the D shakuhachi. In notating on the western staff, as 
mentioned above, it is best to always consider the shakuhachi as if it were the D; thus, a shakuhachi whose pipe 
note is c#, for example, would sound a 1/.2 tone lower than notated. One should double check with the 
performer. 
 
 The basic notes can be manipulated to sound the entire gamut of notes, by utilizing several techniques: 

a) Meri - a lowering of the head, which results in a lowering of the pitch. Up to 1 whole tone 
lower is possible. 
b) Kari - a raising of the head, which results in a raising of the pitch. Up to 1/2 tone higher is 
possible. 
c) Half (or partial) Holing - raises or lowers the tone. 
d) Cross (aka forked) Fingerings - render certain notes of the scale with a more reliable dynamic 
than by using meri or kari or partial holing. 

 
  

 



 There are shakuhachis of every size, though not all performers own the entire gamut, so the composer 
must ascertain which shakuhachi the performer owns before committing pen to paper. 
 The traditional method of shakuhachi playing is an aesthetic all its own, not easily tranfered to a western 
aesthetic. However, there are forms of ensemble in Japan, such as the Sankyoku, which can give the composer 
an idea of how the shakuhachi behaves in ensemble. Sankyoku is a trio which includes Shakuhachi, Koto (13 
string zither), and Shamisen (3 string fretless lute). 
 
Chromaticism 
 The shakuhachi is not truly a chromatic instrument, though in the hands of a fine player all the notes in 
the gamut can be realized. Still, care must be taken in writing anything that departs from the basic scale, since 
these notes are produced variously by lowering or raising the head (changing the angle of breath attack), half-
holing, and employing cross-fingerings. Dynamics and speed of execution may be affected when using these 
techniques, and playing in tune is hardly a trivial achievement. 
 
Harmony 
 The shakuhachi is not easily given to harmonic ensemble playing, but it is an excellent solo instrument 
and can blend well in contrapuntal textures. If discrete, held notes are required, it is wise to adhere to the 5 notes 
of the basic scale, and to consult with the given performer regarding the feasibility of performance. The training 
of the musician is also a factor - a shakuhachi player who has experience playing harmonic textures will better 
be able to play harmony notes in tune.  
 
Bending Notes 
 
 From any fingering one can obtain as much as a whole step difference down, and a half step up, by 
changing the angle of the flute with the face. For example, from a d1 fingering, by lowering the head (called 
meri in Japanese) one can obtain db1 and c1; by raising the head (called kari) one can obtain eb1. Some 
fingerings are manipulated more easily than others. 
 
Dynamics 
 
 In the shakuhachi tradition timbre and uniqueness of notes take precedence over the concept of equality 
of dynamics between notes.This equality of dynamics is more a western concept. It is used in the more modern 
schools of shakuhachi playing (Tozan), but the older, more traditional style (Kinko) is not concerned with this 
concept. 
 
 Fundamental to the use of meri is a softening of the dynamic. Half holing is generally a stronger 
dynamic than meri but 1/2 tone meri can be quite strong, especially at higher places in the octave. For example, 
Bb1 meri is stronger than eb1 meri. 
 
 A whole tone meri (dai meri) is quite soft. Kari, on the other hand, tends to increase the dynamic a bit, 
but it is difficult to execute in the lower part of the instrument - the higher we go in the octave (i.e - the more 
lower finger holes that are open) the easier kari becomes. Cross fingerings, some of which are quite traditional, 
can be used to good effect in creating notes that speak quickly and well and are readily fingered; in certain cases 
these fingerings are easier for the performer than half holing. 
 
 In general the shakuhachi does not have a large dynamic range. In the lower octave c1 and c#1are quite 
quiet, since they rely completely on meri (lowering the head).  From d1 to c2  there is good dynamic control, but 
not too loud. In the middle octave - from c#2 to e3 - we may assume good dynamic control, and in the upper 
octave - from f 3 to e4 - it becomes more difficult to play quietly. 
 



 By combining half and quarter holing, some cross fingerings, and the meri-kari technique (see Bending 
Notes above), the chromatic scale is obtained. Certain notes will have a softer dynamic, and in fact this altered 
dynamic is what is required in traditional shakuhachi playing. Creating equal dynamics for all the notes in the 
gamut can be achieved to a large degree, but is an aesthetic outside certain traditional schools. 
 To obtain equality of dynamics between the natural and half-holed notes, it is possible, between d2 and 
d3, to use alternative fingerings.  Above d3 the force of breath needed for these notes results in a dynamic 
equality, regardless of alternate fingerings. 
 The eb's are the most dynamically unequal of the in-between notes. A good alternate fingering exists for 
eb2. The other in-between notes of the scale are not as bad. Bb1 meri is not too soft dynamically, so it may be 
treated as one more note in the gamut. Eb1 meri is uncompromising, and will definitely be softer dynamically. 
There may be a way to play the eb1 as kari.  
 Since it became common for the Shakuhachi to play in certain instrumental ensembles in Japan, the need 
for it to play all the notes in the gamut with equal dynamics has received some attention. There are now 
shakuhachi with 7 holes and even 9 holes. These are constructed for ease of dynamic control throughout the 
range. The composer would have to ascertain whether the performer owns such an instrument before calling for 
it, since it is not yet common. 
 
Speed of Execution 
 Speed of execution depends on the passage being played - if the notes called for are easily fingered, and 
have little meri-kari demands, the speed is maximized. In general the shakuhachi is not as agile as other flutes 
with more holes. Bursts of breath and ornament, leading up to a main note, are very idiomatic and give the 
impression of great speed.  
 
 It is important to consider the speed of articulation possible with the various methods of pitch 
production: meri and kari will be slower than 1/2 holing and cross fingerings. The choice needs to be made in 
consideration of the actual figure to be played. There seem to be forked or half holed fingerings for every note 
except eb

1 and bb
1.  

 
Techniques 
 
I. Tongueing 
 Traditionally tongueing is not called for. When a repeated note is desired this is accomplished by rapidly 
opening and closing (tapping) a neighbouring finger hole (in Indian music these are called janta svaras). Still, 
all kinds of tongueing are performable, single, double, triple and flutter. Fluttertongue is more common in the 
tradition than double and triple tongueing. In more modern shakuhachi pieces tongueing is called for. 
 
II. Vibrati and Glissandi 
 Idiomatic to the shakuhachi is a slow vibrato, created by side to side head movement. A wider vibrato is 
obtainable by an up and down head movement. These are pitch vibrati. A diaphragm (amplitude) vibrato is also 
performable. Vibrato is not part of the usual shakuhachi tone, it is called for as a technique or an ornament. 
 Glissandi and portamenti are performable, and when using meri-kari the portamento is very convincing. 
Gradual release of the finger holes is utilized to create glissandi, up and down. 
 
III. Accents 
 Accents of all kinds are performable.  
 
IV. Timbres 
 a) Meri-Kari - meri produces a softer thinner tone, kari a somwehat airy and louder tone; 
  b) timbral trills are poossible – one would have to ask the performer which notes apply. 
 
Asian Relatives of the Shakuhachi 
 
Tung Xiao - the Chinese vertical bamboo flute  


