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A consideration to the hegemony of popular music in the case of the
Japanese and Chinese harmonica circle between World War I and 11

ODAKA Akiko

Harmonica music was on the flow in Japan and China between World War I and II. It
gained many amateur lovers because of its inexpensiveness as a mass production instrument,
easiness in learning and portability. The college students and especially the salaried people
who were raising their heads as a new social class in big cities, especially in Shanghai,
constructed powerful harmonica music circles.

Although harmonica music widely influenced the Japanese and Chinese society, little is
known about its actual state, as neither the acceptance history of the Western music nor the
history of popular music mentioned it. It is important to reexamine the accepted state of
harmonica music considering its popularity. In the first part of this paper, 1) we reconsider
the prevalence systems of harmonica music and the popularizing process of how harmonica
music obtained its social hegemony together with the economic activities, compromising with
the war footing strategy of their government/nation. 2) In the second part, we examine the role
of harmonica music in each country. 3) In the last part, we also reexamine the relationship
between the Japanese and Chinese harmonica societies during the war footing period.

As for the prevalence systems, it was found that both in Japan and China, the leaders of the
harmonica lovers or their society published harmonica music and always propagated these
products in their organ journal. Besides that, they appeared on radio programs and recorded
gramophones so that they could expand the number of users. The “music cinema”, including
harmonica music, also attracted many harmonica lovers at that time. Such kind of total
prevalence system, which presumed commercialism and multiple use of mass media, was an
obvious feature of the harmonica music culture, which differentiated itself from other Western
music or traditional music genres at that time. We can say that it was one of the very modern
phenomena. Besides that, in Japan, some leaders of the harmonica society could develop and
revise harmonica cooperating with instruments makers. Actually, as each group of the
harmonica society belonged to a particular instruments maker, their competitions often aroused
serious discordance between the groups. In China, harmonica music was introduced by the
intellectuals so as to enlightenment the general public. In the course of promoting harmonica,

they positively adopted the music repertoires of Japanese harmonica society, and they directly

—201—



made use of music which was arranged by some Japanese leaders.

As to the role of harmonica music, we should point out that at the beginning of accepting
the Western music, they appreciated many kinds of music which was transcribed for harmonica
in both Japan and China. In other words, they introduced the Western music by the medium
of harmonica music. As for the context, we also find a remarkable coincidence in the two
countries. In Japan, during the war footing, they began paying much attention to the
harmonica music as a “healthy entertainment” for worker’s and the nation’s welfare according
to the product expansion. In Shanghai, during the “lone island (gudao) period”, the Lianyi-
hui, an important social organization also made a point of the salaried people’s “healthy
entertainment” so as to activate the people for the anti-Japanese movement, the independent
movement and the revolution. The harmonica naturally became its indispensable element,
too.

In terms of the relationship of the harmonica societies between the two countries, we can
observe that a part of the members of the both circles tried to make interactive exchanges
actively. However, the most of the Japanese members were indifferent to the Chinese harmo-
nica circle. They merely paid their attention to that of Japanese living abroad holding the
sight of “Datsu-A Ron (de-Asianization)”. In China, Shanghai and Beijing were main bases
of prevalence harmonica music. As they were actually under the control of the Japanese army
during war footing, the Chinese harmonica circle in the both cities had to kept contact with
the Japanese circle to an extent regardless of their intention. In any case, they intensively
accepted the achievements of the Japanese harmonica circle carefully distancing themselves

from it.
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