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    AS A GENRE of music, the ko-uta is best described by a direct translation of the word—literally,"little song." Most ko-uta may be sung in less than a minute, longer ones taking perhaps three or four at most. They are accompanied by the shamisen—a fretless, three-stringed, long-necked, "banjo-like" instrument. The difficulty in singing ko-uta lies in the fact that voice and instrument take two separate threads of sound and interval, weaving them together like a duet. The shamisen gives the initial note of a phrase, leading the singer, and after that it is the complicated timing and skillful juxtaposition of shamisen and voice which is appreciated.


    It is difficult to convey the musical aspect on the written page, but the aim of this sampling from the ko-uta repertoire is to introduce in a small way the fascinating diversity of these songs. Ranging from the most refined aestheticism to earthy humor, ko-uta have been created from many sources. Like haiku, they are an extremely short medium of expression; thus, their essence is pithiness. They must make their point in few words, so they tend to be "dense" in the sense that many images may be evoked with a few well-chosen phrases.


    Ko-uta come to life when they are sung, and the best example of where they live is in the geisha world. Most geisha study and perform ko-uta, and many of the songs concern male female relations in the pleasure quarters.


    Unlike haiku and the other forms of Japanese poetry thus far introduced to the West that come from the aristocratic world or from the "wandering monk" tradition, ko-uta belong to the hardworking, hard-playing merchant class of the late Edo period (mainly 19th century). The rise of the geisha coincided with the rise in prosperity of this class, and ko-uta express the sentiments of sophisticated Edo (now Tokyo) city dwellers at play.


    One concept essential to an understanding of ko-uta is that of iroke. One of those frustratingly untranslatable terms, iroke is written with two characters,[image: ],one meaning "color" (iro), the other "feeling" (ke or ki). ho in this case most closely approximates the meaning of "eroticism"—but in a milder sense than the English word conveys. Ke means something along the lines of "character" or "spirit."


    As there is no precise English equivalent, the best way to proceed is to give examples of the semantic context in which iroke appears. Many of the ko-uta themselves are prime illustrations of iroke, but a few preliminary words may help the reader approach them with a deeper understanding.


    Iroke is sensuality; it is evoked by images which appeal to the senses. It denotes attraction felt between the sexes in the passing of a glance or the swish of a trailing kimono. The essence of iroke is understatement. The minute it becomes obvious it ceases to be iroke. It is a subtle atmosphere created by the contact of two people. It cannot exist in the abstract, and it is not as blatant as"sex appeal." It implies intimacy in that it becomes lost in an impersonal situation.


    Some examples of iroke are: the tiny glimpse of red which lines the geisha's formal black kimono, seen against the white of the powdered nape of her neck; the sidelong glance, exchanged without a word, between a man and a woman; playing the shamisen with the fingernail instead of the large ivory plectrum; the four-and-a-half-mat tatami room (yojōhan) which is just big enough for two people and a small table; the kotatsu, or quilt-covered table under which feet may be talking while faces above show no sign; one strand of hair loose in an otherwise perfect coiffure.


    The geisha probably best understand and embody iroke. It is a middle state between the elegant, refined, but somewhat unapproachable "proper lady," and the obvious come-on of the rather loud, conventionally "sexy" bar hostess.


    The most welcome guests in the geisha world are, conversely, the men who have iroke, and more often than not these customers are quite familiar with ko-uta. They will have the geisha pick up the shamisen and accompany them, and though their voices may falter, the geisha keeps the rhythm by strategically placed "calls" (kakegoe) marking the phrases.


    FORM


    It is impossible to describe a form which applies to all ko-uta because of the diversity of the songs. The lines basically follow a pattern of seven and five syllables, which has been an almost"natural'' rhythm for Japanese poetry since about the 6th century. While there are no strict rules for ko-uta as there are for waka or haikai renga, which are defined by their 5-7—5-7-7 structure, there is a decided preference for the sense of the phrases to follow a seven-five pattern rather than a five-seven one. So even when the verse starts out with a line of five syllables, it usually switches to a pattern in which a seven-syllable phrase is followed by a five-syllable line.


    In almost every case, the last line is one of five syllables, whether it is ending a phrase or the whole song, though occasionally different rhythm endings of even-numbered syllables are used for an odd effect. Several songs are in continuous seven-five couplets. In general, the more "serious" or "classical" the piece, the closer it adheres to the seven-and-five syllable pattern. Some of the more frivolous pieces contain unorthodox rhythms to bring out the bantering tone of the song.


    STRUCTURE


    While it is by no means true for all ko-uta, we find that many have a common structure in first sketching a natural scene, followed by a middle or pivot phrase which connects the description of nature to the last section, which talks of some human emotion. This technique is one commonly found in traditional poetry such as waka and haiku.


    The "pivot words," or kakekotoba, finish one phrase while at the same time being the start of a new thought, so the phrases are inextricably tied. This kind of poetry can lead the mind from a descriptive scene to a human sentiment without a break. Also, with the large number of homophones in Japanese, the possibilities for double meanings are endless, and endlessly used in ko-uta.


    Ko-uta enjoyed popularity in the worldly-wise city of Edo (Tokyo), where they were composed and enjoyed by an ingroup which prided itself on its sophisticated entertainments. Some of the songs employ obscure or special slang phrases that were familiar only to those in the know. While some of the sentiments are vulgar, the style and expression are anything but. Along with this, there are certain "loaded" words that appear frequently and which have the power to evoke a wide range of emotional nuance for those of the ko-uta world.


    The musical structure of ko-uta in every case follows the text. That is, there are no "tunes" that exist on their own to which text would be added later. Often the musical mode changes to correspond with an emotional shift in the text, as can be clearly seen in the Western notation provided for Tomete mo Kaeru (the title represents the first phrase of the Japanese text; this is ko-uta number 6 in this selection). Such shifts make it difficult to ascertain the tonal center of a piece. In the last section of Tomete mo Kaeru the modes are combined and ultimately resolved by a return to the initial cadence pattern. This tendency can be found in many of the songs.


    The tempo and register of any song is left to the discretion of the performer, and some liberties can be taken with ornamentation, particularly of the vocal line.


    To help give the reader some idea of how a ko-uta sounds, I have included the score for Tomete mo Kaeru at the back of the book. The score is provided both in traditional shamisen notation and in a transposition into Western notation.


    HISTORY


    There were short lyric songs going by the name ko-uta far back in Japanese history. The first collection of such was compiled in 1518, and called Kanginshu. In the early 17th century, ROsai Ryatatsu, a prolific composer of these songs, put out a collection of his own work, and there is another famous compilation called Matsu no Ha from about a hundred years later.


    The prototype of the shamisen was imported to Japan around 1600, and it was soon used as an accompaniment to native folk songs. Out of this practice developed the utaimono, or "lyric shamisen music," and from this style came the ditties collectively called ko-uta—now using a different character for uta which designates a "song" rather than a "poem."


    When the shamisen was first used as musical accompaniment for the early forms of Kabuki (sometime before 1650), the music was a type of ko-uta or ha-uta (also meaning "short song"). Gradually these were found to lack the sustaining power to carry the longer dance forms being developed, and a new type of music, naga-uta ("long songs"), was composed. By 1740, naga-uta was a complete style in itself, and formed the musical backbone for the highly popular Kabuki drama. Ko-uta and ha-uta, as emotional and sentimental small lyrics, continued to be sung in the geisha districts.


    The ko-uta of the late 17th century are notable for certain excesses of erotic expression, which finally led governmental authorities to order reform. The style utazawa, of the 18th century, was a result of this, and attempted to create a more refined short lyric.


    The distinction between ko-uta and ha-uta is not always easy to draw. In general, ha-uta may be thought of as arising from the more stately ji-uta tradition of the Kansai region (western Japan, including Kyoto), and ko-uta as being lighter, more erotic music from Edo. There has been much mingling of influences though, and both forms, along with the now rarely heard utazawa style, recreate a sentimental mood of the Tokugawa period for modern listeners.


    By the Meiji period (1868-1912), the musical form ko-uta as we hear it now was set. It attained great popularity, overshadowing the similar ha-uta and utazawa styles. New songs were composed and different stylistic schools arose. Kasuga, the style I studied, is one of these.


    Right after the Second World War, perhaps in a burst of nostalgia for times past, ko-uta were so much in fashion that people spoke of a "ko-uta boom." The tradition of eclecticism continued, and inspiration came from new sources. One, derived from the Puccini opera Madame Butterfly, is called "My Love Is in America,'' and is a ko-uta rendition of Chocho-san's lament for the fickle Pinkerton.



    [image: ]



    I first discovered ko-uta while conducting a socio-anthropological study of the geisha as a traditional subculture within modern Japanese society. Part of the study involved ''becoming a geisha'' for a year and part of this meant learning to sing ko-uta while accompanying myself on the shamisen. It must be said that a year is entirely too short a time to master the shamisen, but I had the advantage of nine years of study of naga-uta ("long songs"), which contain bits of ko-uta style. I began translating the various songs as I came to master them, and this selection of 25 songs evolved from that beginning.


    I have chosen to present these selections with short translations accompanied by lengthy notes, and it is possible that some readers may make a charge of overinterpretation. The only answer to this is that ko-uta are by nature generally ambiguous, and it is this fact which gives them their interest. Unfortunately, a translation cannot capture the many layers of meaning contained in a single song. The notes attempt to remedy this fault by showing some of the possibilities contained in the original.


    Since a great deal of ko-uta s interest lies in highly involuted word play—a characteristic of much Edo-period literature—some explanation of the Japanese words is necessary. It is probably true that most Japanese who learn ko-uta today do not bother to analyze each song in the detailed way they are presented here. My teacher and the geisha I knew were often unable to explain the exact meaning of phrases that had been broken down, although the overall meaning or perhaps "feeling" of the song was clear to them. This is because the images run together and all tend to reinforce a particular mood which can be absorbed by a Japanese listener without phrase-by-phrase analysis.


    While ko-uta have much in common with other genres of Japanese poetry and literature translated for Western readers, they still retain their own unique interest which I hope this small sampling manages to convey.


    The calligraphy for the ko-uta, which is read from right to left and which appears here in the block form used in the Kasuga-school texts, was done by the master calligrapher Kaieda Shumpo (Miyaji Harumi) who has contributed to many major exhibitions in Japan and received the coveted Mainichi prize for brush work. The sample transcription of Tomete mo Kaeru was done by Judith Ann Herd, who also pointed out many aspects of the musical structure. This transcription is based on a tape recording and differs in some respects from the accompanying shamisen notation (p. 102), which was prepared from my own study materials. Susette Naylor did the sketch of the back view of the geisha on page 19. Black-and-white sketches were prepared for this volume by Hide Doki.


    I am most grateful to my ko-uta teacher, Kasuga Nobuyuki, for her many hours spent in training my voice, and the geisha of Pontocho, Kyoto, for showing me the true spirit of the ko-uta. Also to Prof. Hiroshi Sakamoto of Stanford University for his help with inscrutable grammar. Finally, I am deeply indebted to Hasui Kiyo, ex-geisha and presently mistress of the Maruki Inn, for her perceptive interpretation when I was at a loss as to the meaning of a song. This book is dedicated to her.


    —LIZA CRIHFIED
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      The characters on the fan read "Ichigiku,"

      the name the author assumed as a geisha.
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            First Day of Spring


            The spring wind whispers


            Bring in fortune!


            Fragrant plums breathe



            Drive out devils!


            Is it rain?


            Is it snow?


            I don't care—


            We'll go on this evening

            and tomorrow too,


            Drinking ginger saké.


            Haru kaze ga

            Soyo soyo to

            Fuku wa uchi e to

            Kono yado e

            Oni wa soto e to

            Ume ga ka soyuru

            Oya! Ame kayuki ka

            Mama yo mama yo

            Konya mo ashita mo

            Itsuzuke ni

            Shdgazake


            [image: ]


          

        

      

    


    This song is in the nature of a ditty describing some of the things associated with the festival of Setsubun (lit., "dividing the seasons") which marks the first day of spring in the lunar calendar. On this day one tosses beans from the veranda while exclaiming, "Devils out, Fortune in!" The plum trees are in bloom, and the drink of the day is a mildly alcoholic, milky type of saké with grated ginger in it. In this season the clouds may be producing either snow or rain, or perhaps both—it is the juncture between the seasons.


    There is a classic case of a pivot word in fuku which may mean either "to blow" or "fortune," and, as it completes the first phrase, at the same time it puts us right into the second. The interjection "Is it rain? Is it snow?" is spoken within the context of the song, giving a humorous effect.
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            A Single Plum Blossom


            A single plum blossom, then another


            Opening one by one,


            And the first plaintive notes 
            of the bush warbler's song


            Harbingers of the coming spring.


            To tell the truth,


            They only make me long to 
            see you again. . . .


            Ume ichirin

            Ichirin zutsu ni

            Uguisu no

            Utai some soro

            Haru no keshiki mo

            Totonou mama ni

            Jitsu wa aitaku

            Natta no sa

          

        

      

    


    There are a few ko-uta "good for any season," but most have a definite seasonal orientation. This is a spring song, and it mentions the traditional plum blossoms and uguisu ("bush warbler") motif that means "spring" to the Japanese just the way the first robin does to Westerners.


    Although the first part of the song is sung "seriously," the last phrase, which appears wistful in writing, is given a twist of the voice which makes it very coquettish. The musical part was composed by Kasuga Toyo, a renowned teacher of ko-uta, for a poem of one of her friends. There is a section reminiscent of the musical style called itchu-bushi, which delights connoisseurs of the shamisen.
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            Two Fans


            Two fans overlapping,

            An auspicious sign.

            Like lovers embracing,

            Two oak leaves.


            A chrysanthemum's

            Beauty is immortal but

            For me,

            Give me the color and

            Fragrance of the plum.


            Kasane-ōgi wa

            Yoi tsujiura yo

            Futari shippori

            Dakigashiwa

            Kiku no hana nara

            Itsu made mo

            Ikete nagamete

            Iru kokoro

            ho mo ka mo aru

            Ume no hana


            [image: ]


          

        

      

    


    Kasane-ōgi, or "overlapping fans," with oak leaves is the family crest of a certain school of Kabuki actors. This whole song is an elaborate construction of double meanings which refer to two well-known Kabuki actors having this crest. It is most appreciated by the true ko-uta enthusiast who is naturally also well versed in the theater world. Kiku, or chrysanthemum, refers to the popular actor Kikugoro, with the meaning that "a performance by Kikugoro is not to be sneered at.'' The plum refers to Baiko, another actor, and it is obvious who this author is more partial to.
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