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Modifying a Ryukyuan Musical Instrument: Shinei
MATAYOSHI’s Invention and Popularization of the
Four-stringed Kiicho

Kyohei MATAYOSHI

The Kokyu (kiicho) is a traditional Okinawan (Ryukyuan) musical instrument that
came into use in the 17th century. Originally, the kichd was a 3-stringed instrument.
However, in 1965, an instrument maker known as Shinei MATAYOSHI developed a
4-stringed kiichd, with a fourth string to play the bass part. MATAYOSHI then promoted
and popularized his 4-stringed kiichd through his own performances. At present, half a
century after this development, most kiicho players use the 4-stringed kiicho.

The purpose of this article is to examine why the 4-stringed kiicho was considered
necessary in classic Ryukyuan music. This examination revealed that although the
4-stringed kiichd was initially conceived as a modification to enable the instrument to be
played alongside the koto, the modification was used to compensate for a limitation in
the 3-stringed version. With the traditional 3-string design, the kiicho failed to cover the
full vocal register in songs; however, it was able to do so with the addition of a fourth
string. This article also revealed details about the activities through which MATAY OSHI

popularized the 4-stringed kiicho.
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