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Creating and Popularizing “Kiso-bushi”: Sunao Ito’s Strategy

by
Yukari Nakahara

“Kiso-bushi” is a folk song from the Kiso district of Nagano Prefecture often used as music for bon-dance.
When the Chio Line railroad opened at the end of the Meiji period, “Kiso-bushi” and its associated dance,
“Kiso-odori,” underwent innovation and publicity in an effort to promote tourism as a new regional industry.
Thus, by the time of a folk song boom at the beginning of the Showa period, “Kiso-bushi” was already well
known throughout Japan. This paper introduces the efforts of Sunao Ito (1876-1942), the central figure in
polishing and pitching “Kiso-bushi” and “Kiso-odori.”

“Kiso-bushi,” AKA “Nakanorisan-bushi,” had been a party song in cities and was a bon-dance song in Kiso
as well. To modernize the song and refine its dance, Ito made creative modifications to the melody and
choreography—even visiting Mount Ontake in Kiso for inspiration many times a year—and completed new
versions. After the Chuo Line had fully opened, It6 became mayor of Kiso-Fukushima, and wrote a book on
“Kiso-bushi” titled Kiso no Nakanorisan [River Log Drivers of Kiso], sending out copies across Japan. He also
organized Kiso-odori Hozonkai [Kiso-odori Preservation Association] in which he took the title of Tsukasa
(head) for teaching “Kiso-odori.” He earnestly taught the dance to visitors from elsewhere and presented them
with certificates when they learned it. One student, Hisao Tanabe (1883—-1984)—who was then an instructor
in the Gagaku Department of the Imperial Household—received his certificate in Kiso and taught the song
and dance at gatherings of Katei-odori no Kai [Family Dance Club] in Tokyo as well as to palace insiders,
garnering newspaper headlines. “Kiso-bushi” and “Kiso-odori” came to be regarded as elegant, while Ito and
members of the association began to receive requests for instruction both from within Nagano Prefecture and
from beyond.

In sum, It0’s strategy in promoting “Kiso-bushi” and Kiso dance was distinguished by expanding the song’s

audience and taking advantage of the media to garner interest.
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