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Towards A New Era for the Study of Taiwan Music History

Ying-fen Wang

Graduate Institute of Musicology, National Taiwan University

In the past few centuries, the development of Taiwan music has been closely
connected with its colonial history. Taiwan has been colonized by a series of
colonizers since the 17" century, including the Dutch, the Spanish, the Chinese, and
the Japanese. The immigrants that came to Taiwan in different colonial periods
brought their own musics to the island. The colonizers and their colonial policies
further influenced Taiwan’s musical life. Among the colonizers, the Japanese made
the largest impact and had the most long-lasting influence. They brought in western
music as an important tool to discipline the islanders and to turn them into civilized
citizens in Japan’s efforts to modernize Taiwan as its first model colony. In addition,
the Christian churches and the record industry and radio broadcast further help
disseminate western music to the public. Thus, as symbol of “enlightenment”, western
music was deeply rooted in Taiwan society and fundamentally transformed the
musical concept, behavior, and sound of Taiwanese people. These transformations
were further closely connected with the pursuit of modernity by Taiwan people,
especially during the 1920s and 30s, and continued to influence the society in post-
war Taiwan until now. Therefore, to understand the present condition of Taiwan’s
musical life, we have to understand its colonial past, especially during the Japanese
period.

In the past twenty years, musicologists in Taiwan increasingly saw the urgency
for the study of Taiwan music history. However, their research was limited by several
factors. First of all, Taiwan music history involves the music of the aborigines, Han
Chinese, western, and even Japanese, thus making the collection of its historical data
more difficult than, say, that of the study on the arts or the traditional operas.

Secondly, their studies mostly focused on individual musicians or individual genres



and their musical style or compositional techniques, and rarely look closely into their
musical life in relation to the socio-political changes in Taiwan society; moreover,
most of these studies tend to rely largely on oral history, and did not make full use of
historical documents. This was mainly due to the fact that in post-war Taiwan, most
people were alienated from its colonial past, and consequently most music researchers
lacked sufficient knowledge about Taiwan history and historical sources. It also made
the collection of musical data more difficult, especially sound recordings.

Fortunately, some very important historical sources for the study of Taiwan
music have become available to us since 2000.

The most important of all, I believe, is the availability of the field recordings and
commercial recordings made of Taiwan music from the 1910s to the 40s, both by
Japanese linguists and musicologists and by record companies. The field recordings
as well as their accompanying archival materials used to be kept at libraries or
archives or in personal possessions in Japan and the West. Due to the help of the
internet as well as the collaboration between musicologists in Taiwan and abroad,
these materials are now becoming increasingly accessible to Taiwan musicologists
and have stimulated some new research. One example is my own restudy on
Kurosawa’s wartime survey of Taiwan music in 1943 (Wang 2008). With the help of
Liou Lin-yu, a Taiwanese musicologist in Japan, I examined Kurosawa’s materials
and supplemented them with interviews and other historical sources and recordings in
order to reconstruct the motivation, process, and outcome of his survey. I also used
his recordings and documents as a starting point to sketch out the wartime musical life
of Han people and the continuity and change of aboriginal music during the Japanese
period. Another example is my collaboration with Japanese and Korean musicologists
to compare the record industries in Japan’s colonies; using the Columbia records kept
at the National Museum in Ethnology as our core data, we analyze the entangled
relationship between colonialism, globalization, nationalism, modernity, and music.

Beside historical recordings, the digitized newspapers issued in the past provide

us with a wealth of information about the musical life of Taiwan. Currently a research



team at my institute is combing through Taiwan Daily News, the official newspaper
of the Government-General of Taiwan, to build up a database of musical events in
Taiwan during the Japanese period.

Diaries are also invaluable sources for studying musical life. Two sets of
annotated diaries that have been published recently are particularly noteworthy.
Together they cover the period from the early 1900s to the 1950s. One was written by
a local elite, who spent most of his leisure time watching traditional operas, while the
other by a leading Taiwanese intellectual, whose musical experiences ranged from the
Taiwanese, Chinese, Japanese, and Western. Thus, the diaries enable us to look into
the everyday musical life and auditory experiences of two contrasting types of elites
under Japanese rule and to compare their responses to the colonial modernity of
Taiwan music.

The above examples suggest that the study of Taiwan music history has entered a
new era. Beside the rapid increase of historical sources available, we are approaching
Taiwan music history from the methods and perspectives of social history of music by
incorporating the oral/aural and written and by combing historical and ethnographic
method.

It should also be noted that Taiwan’s colonial history is unique in that despite
being Taiwan’s colonizer, Japan itself was also colonized by the West culturally, thus

resulting in multi-layers of colonization (the West = Japan >Han Chinese in Taiwan

—> Taiwan aborigines). Japan’s tradition of holding high respect for Han Chinese
culture made the situation even all the more complicated, thus making the study of
Taiwan music history and its research in relation to colonialism a challenging and rich
topic for research.

Finally, I would like to call attention to fact that historians are paying increasing
attention to human auditory experiences, as evidenced by the newly emerging field of
auditory history (also referred to as auditory culture or soundscape study). Some
historians have also written about the history of comparative musicology and German

colonialism. Therefore I believe that this is the high time for musicologists to have



more dialogue with other disciplines. I also look forward to more integration among
the branches of musicology and more exchanges among musicologists in different

countries and regions so that we can work toward a “global (ethno)musicology”.



