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Cataloguing the Hisao Tanabe Collection of 78rpm SP Records
at Okinawa Prefectural University of Arts Library:
A Focus on Hisao Tanabe’s Personal Possessions: the Oldest Okinawan Music Records
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Laboratory of Musicology; Faculty of Education, Kochi University, Kochi, Japan

ABSTRACT

The aim of this document is to catalogue, for each record company, the recordings of Okinawan music in the Hisao
Tanabe Collection at the Okinawa Prefectural University of Arts Library. The recorded songs were additionally
sorted into genres and organized according to singer, musician, and actor activity in the recording. The infancy of
the cultural history of recording in modern Okinawa is depicted by tracing changes in the records that went on sale
in the period from 1915 until 1936, and in 1958. It is noteworthy that six 78rpm standard play (SP) records produced
by Osaka Phonograph Co., Ltd. were discovered in 1915: the oldest Okinawan music records by a commercial
recording company. Singers and musicians were selected from among leading advocates of each school of Okinawan
classical songs. For both Okinawan and Yaeyama folksongs, a repertoire of songs from Japanese opera and
Okinawashibai (traditional Okinawan drama) was recorded using actors and chorus members active in the world of
commercial theater, as well as geisha skilled in singing and musicianship. At Columbia Records Co. Litd., for Miyako
folksongs and Yaeyama folksongs, talented singers and sanshin (a traditional Okinawan three-stringed instrument)
players celebrated on each island, both male and female, were chosen. Regarding choice of song, Osaka Phonograph
chose many Okinawan classical songs, while Nipponophone Co., Ltd. chose many Okinawan folksongs. Additionally,
Columbia focused on Okinawan classical songs, while also actively recording new folksongs. Meanwhile, Nippon
Record Co., Ltd. recorded Ryukyuan-language folksongs translated into standard Japanese language by Seihin
Yamauchi. Many records featured Okinawan instruments, such as the sanshin, fue (whistle), taiko (drum), koto
(harp), and kokyuu (four-stringed fiddle). However, for new folksongs, there was active use of Western instruments,
such as the violin or piano. Recording was undertaken by musical instrument stores in Naha, with mainland record
companies being asked to manufacture the discs. Musical instrument stores placed advertisements for the records
in newspapers and promoted lists of their new recordings. It was found that the basic system for commercial

recording (record, manufacture, promote) was formed in the period from 1915 to 1936.
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