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A New Theory for the Historical Development of the Ritsu-Ryo Distinction

in the Ancient Sino-Japanese Modal System
DURAN, Stephen Ithel

One of the most well-known theoretical constructs of the ancient Japanese musical
system was a distinction between two modal groups known respectively as ritsu and ryo.
Despite the pervasion of these two terms in the music-theoretical manuscripts of Gagaku
(Japanese Court Music) and Shomyo (Japanese Buddhist chant), as well as in the
scholarship regarding those two great and ancient musical traditions, there is no
consensus in the historical-ethnomusicological literature as to how the terms developed in
the Japanese context, and in the case of Shamyad, there is even ambiguity as to their
precise meanings in, and relevance to, contemporary practice. In this paper, I trace the
origins of the musical terms ritsu and ryo from their first appearance in 1% century BCE
China, through the medieval manuscript traditions of Japanese Gagaku and Shomyo, and
to the forms that they take in contemporary musical practice. I also give an account of the
various streams of musical thought that led to the two terms ritsu and ryo taking-on the
modal significance that they maintain today, presenting a new theory for their historical

development.
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