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Releases of Modern Biwa Music for 78 rpm Records in the
Early Showa Period:
An Analysis of Columbia and Victor

SOMURA Mizuki

Modern biwa music, including that of the satsumabiwa and chikuzenbiwa genres,
was in vogue throughout Japan from the late Meiji period until the Taisho period. The
prevalence of this music can be contextualized, not only in terms of the establishment
of new biwa schools and the development of musical content, but also in terms of the
influence of media such as record releases and radio broadcasting. This research aims to
clarify how modern biwa music was enjoyed at the time, by focusing on 78 rpm records
of modern biwa music released during the early Showa period, and by investigating the
circumstances surrounding record sales. The sources covered in this survey are the monthly
reports of new releases and the general catalogs of each record company, both of which are
held in the archives of the National Diet Library. From these sources, information on the
release of modern biwa music is comprehensively investigated and extracted. Recording
collections with minimal missing issues by Columbia and Victor, as well as those of
popular editions, have been selected for analysis.

In the cases of both Columbia and Victor, records of biwa music were sold almost
every month after initial release. However, with the introduction of popular editions at
the end of 1932, the releases of biwa music records shifted to those popular editions, and
the number of releases gradually decreased. While there were numerous records newly
recorded for popular editions, there were also occasions in which the contents of previously
released records were re-released as popular editions. Regarding the genre of biwa music,
many of the released songs have ornamented and brilliant vocal melodies, such as is found
in the Chikuzenbiwa, Takaminebiwa and Kinshinryiibiwa genres.

Additionally, many records based on materials of contemporary events and situations
were released during this period. In modern biwa music, contemporary themes, especially
those concerning war, had been dealt with from the Meiji period, and this trend continued
in the early Showa period. Some biwa players actively recorded such contemporary
songs in order to increase their own musical activity. The record companies released
contemporary pieces not only to heighten the war spirit, but also to improve business
performance.

In conclusion, demand from listeners, production intentions of record companies, and
active attitudes of biwa players, provided the context for the recordings of modern biwa
music. Furthermore, with the aggravation of the war situation, various martial themes
increasingly came to be actively addressed until the end of World War II.
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