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Kiyoshi Nobutoki’s Variationen (Etenraku) :
Its Genesis, Characteristics, and Context

OsuMI Kinya, KATAYAMA Morihide, TSUKAHARA Yasuko,
NOBUTOKI Ytko, HANAOKA Chiharu

Variationen (Etenraku) for piano (completed in August 1917, printed in February 1918) was
Kiyoshi Nobutoki’s first published work and a masterpiece from his earliest phase as a
composer. This is the first paper that focuses on this work and its background. It aims
towards clarifying what direction of compositional style he was oriented to at the very
beginning of his career as a composer. The following is discussed:

1) The theme of the 22 variations (“Ancient Japanese Melody”) is the Etenraku Imayo,
which also became the tune for several popular songs in the Meiji era. Nobutoki called it
a “treasure of our folk” and utilized it as material for other compositions throughout his life.

2) Careful examination of the sources (a draft, a fair copy and its photomechanical print)
reveals the creative process that went towards the completion of the final version.

3) The sixteenth variation is a reduction of a Gagaku score in Western notation. A
comparison of several drafts of Hydjo Etenraku (prepared by the Hogaku-Chosagakari,
Research Institute of Japanese Traditional Music) with Nobutoki’s variation shows that
Nobutoki probably used one of the drafts as a model between the late September 1916 and
the August 1917.

4) While the work is based on the Western classical style as a whole, the ambiguity of the
tonal center gives it a mysterious profundity suitable for the “Ancient Japanese Melody”.
An analysis of other pieces from the same period also suggests an intention of fusing
characteristics of Japanese melody with Western classical harmony.

5) Variationen (Etenraku) is the earliest example of a composition in a Western style that
adopts Gagaku, which can be seen as a response to the increasing general interest in
Gagaku.

6) Nobutoki’s basic creative thinking seems to be parallel with the early 20th-century notion
of “the harmonization of Eastern and Western civilizations” after the Russo-Japanese war,
and its collateral concept of “Kokugaku, The National Music”.

In conclusion, Nobutoki strived from his very early period to develop a style that is capable
of expressing the “Japanese national spirit”, borrowing from Western basic compositional

technique.
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