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“Concertante for Sho and Jazz Orchestra” is a multi-movement concert piece
designed to exhibit both the virtuosity of sho and its orchestral color and dynamism.
There are three independent movements, each of which has multiple sections which are
subdivided by the alternation of tempo, mood and musical context. The title
“Concertante” simply implies a style of composition reflecting a brilliant and virtuosic
display of instrumental dexterity and musicality for the solo sho part, and also the various

individual instruments and instrumental sections in the 16-piece jazz orchestra.

Sho is a wind instrument which is almost exclusively used for Gagaku, Japanese
Imperial Court Music. Gagaku is thought to be among the oldest orchestral music in the
world. The instruments of the Gagaku ensemble (including sho) were brought to Japan
from China and Korea in the 5th century. Sho is a free reed instrument consisting of 17

slender bamboo pipes, each of which is fitted with a metal free reed in its base.

The “Concertante” is written for solo sho and standard jazz orchestra
instrumentation. Except for several segments for the rhythm section (specifically, “slash”
notation for piano, bass, drums/percussion), and an improvised solo for tenor saxophone
in the second movement, the score is fully notated, including the solo sho part. In

addition, the solo part has both short quasi-improvised sections, and an extended cadenza.



The soloist also has freedom of expression in his interpretation of the music throughout

the piece, in the traditional concerto model.

I had several musical objectives for the “Concertante” including: extending the
musical and instrumental language for sho (particularly in regard to melodic writing); the
pursuit of musical expression using the unique sonority of sho; combining the traditional
Japanese instrument with Western instruments in a jazz orchestra setting; and an eclectic
compositional approach that would reflect the influences of European classical music,
American jazz, and Gagaku. “Concertante for Sho and Jazz Orchestra” is, I believe, the

first musical endeavor of its type in history.
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OVERVIEW

“Concertante for Sho and Jazz Orchestra” was composed between December
2019 and March 2020. This concert music was written for the unusual instrumentation of
sho, a traditional mouth organ instrument used exclusively in Japanese Imperial Court
Music: Gagaku, and a 16-piece jazz orchestra. The “Concertante” is based on a
traditional concerto model consisting of three movements, in which the sho is treated as
the main solo instrument with accompaniment by the jazz orchestra. In addition, various
individual instruments and sections are laid out throughout the composition. The idea of a
trilogy or three-part composition, is also commonly found in Gagaku music. In this
format, known as “Jo-Ha-Kyu,” the three movements are identified as Introduction,
Development, and Climax or Conclusion. Each movement has multiple sections divided

by the alternation of tempo, mood and musical context.

The sho can produce long sustained, uninterrupted single or multiple tones with a
wide dynamic range over its entire range. Traditionally, the sho is tuned in Pythagorean
temperament at A=430 Hz, with 17 pipes producing 15 pitches available between A5 and
F#7. For contemporary music and performing with Western musical instruments, the sho
can utilize an additional two pitches, for a total of 17 (See Figure 1 and 2). The
instrument is tuned at either 440 or 442 Hz. The sound of the sho is rich in harmonic
overtones, so the typical scoring method in traditional Gagaku music is to assign it
playing either chords or other harmonic structures rather than melodic gestures. As
shown in Figure 3, there are 11 different standard chord types, which are called Ai-take.
The traditional and idiomatic method for sho writing is to arrange chord placements and

enumeration using the 11 chord types. Those chord types, with some modifications, are



used throughout in the “Concertante.”

Figure 1. Available Pitches of Sho
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Each pitch is named individually such as Kotsu (AS).

The sounding range is octave higher.

F (Mo) and B flat (Ya) are not available with the traditional instrument.

The modern instrument is equipped two pipes with reed to produce those two
pitches and tuned either at A=440 Hz or A=442 Hz.

Figure 2. Fingering Chart
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Basically, only one note can be produced per one finger by closing a small hall.
Not all pipes are arranged adjacently even played by the same finger.
L5, R3 and R 5 are used only for holding the instrument.

Figure 3. Traditional Harmonic Structures (Ai-take)

I.Kotsu 2.Ichi 3.Ku 4.Bo 50tsu 6.Ge 7.Ju 8. Sojo-Ju 9.Bi 10.Gyo 11.Hi

The sho presents limitations in terms of range, fingering, breathing, combination
of pitches, and musical expression techniques (such as tonguing, articulations, and sound
alternation, including vibrato and glissando). Because I had only limited access to
information about the sho, learning how to write for it in an idiomatic manner and
making effective use of the instrument’s character and sonority presented considerable
challenges. In addition, it was always my goal with this piece to attempt to break
technical boundaries and limitations, and pursue new a musical expression with this

specific orchestral setting.



The first movement has three sections: the introductory section (m. 1 to m. 25);
the second section (m. 26 to 79); and the extended cadenza (m. 80 to the end). The
introductory section features the sho, two muted trumpets and the saxophone section. In
this slow section, the sho demonstrates its melodic and polyphonic capabilities, while
intervallic materials found in the later sections and other movements are introduced. The
second section introduces new tempi and grooves in 7/4 (subdivided as 3+1+3) and
3/4+1/8+3/4 time signatures. In this middle section, the sho is playing jazz-influenced
melodic lines and quasi-improvisational gestures. The final cadenza section starts at m.
80, and is a showcase of virtuosic display through monophonic texture derived from the

previous sections, with intervallic and rhythmic variations.

The structure of the second movement is based on the standard jazz composition
form, consisting of the introduction, exposition of the main theme, interlude, improvised
solo section, and recapitulation followed by a tag ending. The form of the main theme
section is ABC followed by a 4-measure tag. The main theme is introduced at m. 71 by
the sho and muted trumpet, with a counter melody played by tenor saxophone. The
interlude section starts at m. 99, and here the texture is reduced to an intimate quartet of
sho, piano, bass and cymbals. Starting at m. 145, the tenor saxophone plays an
improvised solo over the ABC form. At this point in the movement, jazz swing rhythm is
introduced for the first time in the composition. The final section, starting at m. 193, is
the ensemble “shout” chorus, with a thick orchestral texture. The movement ends with

repeating tags with changing rhythmic grooves and a modulation.

The last movement also has three sections. The beginning and the ending are

almost identical, using staggered entrances from low to high pitches. In the middle



section, starting at m. 10 with the new tempo, the main themes played by the soprano

saxophones are based on a tone row (see Figure 4) over a passacaglia bass line starting at

m. 21. The C#, which is the first note of the main theme, and the A at m. 26 are grace
notes approaching chromatically to the fundamental notes. The main theme is labeled as

the PO form in the matrix of the tone row as shown as Figure 5. The soprano saxophones

are treated as if they are the Hichiriki, a double reed wind instrument used in Gagaku. At

this point, the scoring for the entire orchestra, including the solo sho, is designed to

capture the traditional Gagaku sound, despite the use of non-traditional Gagaku harmonic

and melodic elements.

Figure 4. The Tone Row for the Movement 111
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INSTRUMENTATION

Alto and Soprano Saxophone 1
Alto and Soprano Saxophone 2
Tenor and Soprano Saxophone 1
Tenor and Soprano Saxophone 2
Baritone Saxophone

Trumpet and Fliigelhorn 1
Trumpet and Fliigelhorn 2
Trumpet and Fliigelhorn 3
Trumpet and Fliigelhorn 4

Trombone 1
Trombone 2
Trombone 3
Bass Trombone

Sho
Piano
Acoustic Bass

Drum Set and Auxiliary Percussion
Antique Cymbals
Bongos
Wind Chimes
Woodblocks
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Concertante for sho and jazz orchestra

Concert Score
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