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The reception of Western music in the enka of the Meiji and Taisho
periods

Gondo Atsuko

This article examines the way in which the music imported from the West during the Meiji
(1868-1912) and Taisho (1912-1926) periods, as well as music that was formed in Japan
under its influence, was incorporated into the enka of those periods. By viewing the
change in this music during this long period of almost fifty years, it also seeks to clarify
one aspect of the reception of Western music by the general populace of Japan.

The introduction of Western music, which began around the end of the Tokugawa and
beginning of the Meiji periods, has since exerted a substantial influence on the musical
culture of Japan. However, although considerable research has been undertaken with re-
gard to the reception of Western music by official bodies such as the Ongaku Torishirabe-
gakari (‘Institute for musical investigation’, affiliated to the Ministry of Education), the
question of how the general public received this music is one that has gained little atten-
tion. Among reasons for this are, firstly, that there are limits in terms of research material
since data of relevance are unlikely to be found in official records, and secondly, that
the term “general populace” includes a variety of peoples of differing cultural and social
backgrounds, thus making it difficult to deal with the reception of music by the general
populace as a single category.

Accordingly, to bring about a detailed understanding of the various modes of reception
of Western music, it is necessary to clarify each of them in turn by approaching it from a
variety of angles. An attempt has been made in this article to survey one aspect of the
reception of Western music by the general populace by means of examining changes in
the music of the enka sung by enkashi (enka performers) during the Meiji and Taisho
periods, which met with wide popularity at the time.

In its present usage, the word “enka” refers in general terms to popular songs of the
kayokyoku genre that are said to have “Japanese” musical and spiritual characteristics.
Originally, however, enka were used along with kodan (narrative) and shibai (theatre)
as a means of transmitting the message of the Meiji-period democratic movement to
the general populace in a readily understandable form. Songs sung by the proponents
of this movement were known as ‘‘soshi-bushi’’. Later, they were taken over by street
performers who sang the songs while selling copies of their texts. This article takes as
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its subject popular songs beginning with soshi-bushi and continuing through to the
beginning of the Showa period (late 1920’s to early 1930’s), when recordings of these
songs began to be made commercially.

At first, enka played an extra-musical role in catching the attention of the populace to
transmit to them the message of the democratic movement. For this reason it lacked any
fixed musical form. It possessed, rather, a musical transcience and topicality, in that it
freely set texts about any event that captured common attention to music that happened
to be popular at the time, such as minshingaku (Chinese music of the Ming and Qing
dynasties), shoka (songs in Western style used in education), Asakusa Opera and the like.
Anticipating the preferences of the masses, enka reflected their contemporary attitudes
towards music, and were widely appreciated by them.

In this research, 280 songs verified from among those actually identified as enka have
been listed according to the chronological order in which they were popular, and each
song has been transcribed and analysed. As a result, it has become possible to divide the
period from 1888 to 1932 into three sections. These are: a) the first period, 1888-1903,
centring on a group of related pieces using traditional techniques, based on “Dainamaito-
bushi” (‘Dynamite Tune’), a tune which was popular in 1888; b) the second period,
1904-1917, centring on pieces that use new texts set to borrowed melodies in Western
style, such as those of shoka and Asakusa Opera; and c) the third period, 1918-1932,
centring on pieces not with borrowed melodies but rather with new melodies composed
in Western style by the enka singers themselves. Viewed in terms of chronological changes,
it is possible to observe the approach of enka towards Western music in a series of con-
crete steps: the simple alteration of texts of shoka, the introduction of the violin, the
borrowing of Western melodies like those of Asakusa Opera and the Georgia March, the
appearance of original enka in Western style, and the introduction of harmony and piano
accompaniment.

In musical terms, enka originally had only a heteronomous, flimsy existence. However,
while passing through two watershed years of 1903 and 1917, when the number of
popular enka decreased dramatically, the musical character of enka changed, enabling
it to survive for a half-century. It is also possible to identify the establishment of enka
as an independent musical genre in the way in which Western music was adopted as
a new element, absorbed, and its techniques used as the basis for the composition of
original enka.

In the third period, which demonstrates a clear and broad tendency towards reception
of Western music, both sound structure and form are closest to Western music. In-
dependent of this movement, however, it is possible to discern the widespread use of
kobushi and yuri, types of melismatic ornamental notes, in the vocal style of enka singers
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of the early Showa years (late 1920’s to early 1930’s). In other words, the approach
towards Western music was followed strongly through to the middle of the Taisho period
(late 1910’s), after which traditional elements were added mainly to the vocal style in
a way that did not disturb the Western techniques of the genre as a whole.

In this way, then, although the history of enka appears to have involved the adoption and
assimilation of Western music, it also demonstrates a variety of relationships between
traditional elements and elements derived from Western music. Passing through the bor-
rowing of music in Western style by Japanese composers and the borrowing of Western
music itself, it went on to absorb the techniques of Western music to the extent that
composition became possible, and on this basis further developed a skilful blending
with traditional techniques. Viewed from a different perspective the historical changes
in enka can be seen as representing one aspect of qualitative change in the reception of
Western music by the Japanese populace.
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