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“Senow Gakfu” and the reception of Western music in Japan
during the Taisho period

KOSHIKAKEZAWA Mai

“Senow Gakfu”, a series of sheet music published by Koyo Senow (1891-1961), was very
popular during Taisho period. This series contained many kinds of music, such as songs,
arias from operas and operettas, folk songs, military marches, and violin pieces, of both
Japanese and Western. Today it is well-known for its book cover, which was designed by
Yumeji Takehisa (1884-1934), but its significance in music has been neglected by scholars.

This study aims to clarify information concerning “Senow Gakfu” and considers what
Senow’s intentions were for the publication and the features of this music series.

In this survey I highlight analysis that “Senow Gakfu” resembled a miniature version of the
music scene during the Taisho period. This is because the repertoire of “Senow Gakfu”
related to important musical aspects of this era.

Firstly, many arias and choruses from operas and operettas were published in this series and
Senow advertised the performances of these pieces at the Imperial Theater or Asakusa, which
gained them great popularity. Secondly, famous musicians, whose performances of these
pieces could be heard at concerts in Japan and on records, also played a large role. One
example is Misha Elman (1891-1967), who was one of the most popular violinists of this time
in Japan. In “Senow Gakfu” Senow published pieces that Elman had recorded or performed
in concerts at the Imperial Theater in 1921, even though these pieces demand a high level of
technique and would be too difficult for amateur musicians to play. Moreover, the composer
and conductor Koscak Yamada also cooperated on this project; he contributed to “Senow-
Yamada Gakfu” in order to improve the appeal of the Japanese songs. That is, Senow wanted
to publish pieces that corresponded with the tastes of the contemporary public and he aimed
to popularize Western music. In fact a large quantity of this sheet music and its diversity played
an important role in the reception of Western music in Japan.

However, Koyo Senow was not only a publisher, he also took an active part in music by
assuming several additional roles. For instance, he sang as an opera singer, translated the
texts of songs, and wrote articles for the music magazines. The connections with top-level
musicians created as result of these activities assisted his publications and concurrently

distinguished him from contemporary music publishers in Japan.
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