Song and life in Taiwan
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Broadly speaking, we may distinguish songs as being either
natural or consciously composed. The former, also known as
folk songs, are characterized in that, for the most part, no one
knows their original creators, and they are transmitted from
person to person, the lyrics changing with the people who sing
them and the times as they are passed on. For this reason, some
people say that the creators of folk songs are the people as a
whole, reflecting the sentiments particular to a people and
constituting an expression of their group identity. The latter
class of popular songs, those authored by individuals, are
creations which may be motivated by commercial, artistic
and/or eternal values. Pop songs and artistic songs belong to this

latter class.
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Actually, this distinction is somewhat flawed inasmuch as an
ancient folk song was originally a pop song of its time,
composed by an individual, and it is only due to its repeated
modifications as it was transmitted and the changes it underwent
through successive generations that its authorship has come to
be uncertain. Moreover, it is not easy to draw a sharp distinction
between an  “artistic” anda “popular” song. Although both
are the creations of individual composers, as long as they win
the acceptance and adoration of the public, they will naturally
be passed down, the people infusing them with their own
meanings, enabling us thereby to see in them the lives and

sentiments of an entire people.
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Evolution of Aboriginal music

Prior to the large-scale Han influx, Taiwan was originally an
aboriginal society. In times past, whether it was the various
Pingpu tribes in western Taiwan, or other tribes in the central
mountain regions or in eastern Taiwan, song and dance were
inseparable parts of daily life. Singing and dancing were found
in all aspects of life, from individual households to group
rituals, and songs were vehicles not merely for entertainment or
expression of individual emotion, but had religious and social
functions. From the themes of their songs -- such as farming
songs, hunting songs, fishing songs, prayerful songs for a
bountiful millet harvest, warring songs, songs for driving away
evil spirits, etc. -- we can get some insights into different
aspects of aboriginal life. In some aboriginal societies, love
songs played a role in courtship. Because their languages were
only oral and not written, aboriginal songs, besides serving the
aforementioned purposes, functioned as tools for preserving
historical memories. Such songs included songs to the ancestor

spirits and songs passing on legends.
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- Young aboriginal ladies playing mouth harps in the 1940s.
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With the coming of Han immigration into Taiwan, and the rapid
rendering of western Taiwan into paddy land, however, the
fishing, hunting and dry-land farming lifestyles of the aboriginal
tribespeople gradually went the way of the gradual shrinkage of
their living space. The Pingpu came to be referred to as a
“disappearing race” under the pressure of a dominant alien
culture. Aboriginal societies gradually changed in demeanor,
their songs naturally undergoing a parallel metamorphosis. As
the consequence of the coming of Christian missionaries in the
nineteenth century, religious hymns now came to be
incorporated into aboriginal repertoire. A half-century of
Japanese colonial rule injected a strong dose of Japanese culture
into aboriginal societies, having an undeniably deep influence
upon them. These influences are evident in the Japanese- and
Han-flavored melodies used, for example, in the folk songs of

the Ahmei tribespeople.
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Intoday’ s world, with its ubiquitous Western pop music,
aboriginal singers who have emerged in the Taiwan pop music
scene have given it a new voice, enabling quite a few traditional
aboriginal folk songs to enter into the music record market in
repackaged form. For aborigines, who have now come to accept
music as a form of entertainment or leisure activity and who in
the wake of urbanization have moved into the cities, song has
become a medium for expressing the struggles and frustrations
in their practical lives and a means for crystallizing the
sentiment of a people separated from their homelands, as
reflected, for example, in the popularity of such songs as

“Wandering to Taipei” or “We Are All One Family.”
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flm MR Han folk songs content
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reflecting local culture. The massive compendium
of Hokkien and Hakka folk songs served not only
as the spiritual cultural diet of the Han ancestors
but stands as testimony to Taiwan™ s historical

development.
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aiwanese minstrel artists. (Photo provided by the Ilan County
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Based upon their lyrics, Taiwan™ s Han folk songs can be

broadly classified according to the following types:

(1) family value songs -- such as  “sickness songs™ like

“Becoming a Daughter-in-Law” or “full-month songs”™ ;

(2) work songs -- such as tea-picking, water buffalo-plowing or

food-begging songs;

(3) religious sacrificial songs -- such as spirit-guide songs and

Taoist liturgical songs;

(4) narrative songs -- such as exhortatory and season-related

songs, like “Cheng Cheng-kung Opens Up Taiwan” ;

(5) humorous songs -- such as betrothal, drinking or

hand-gesture game songs;

(6) Jove songs -- which, whether ancient or modern, constitute a

large proportion of either Hokkien or Hakka folk songs; Hakka
“mountain songs,” for example, include many with romantic

lyrics; and

(7) children’ s songs -- sung by children in their daily lives and

including many themes, which, in the days before modern-day

universal education, served not only as a form of entertainment

but a vehicle for inculcating early lessons in life.




“Mutual praise”
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duets, a Taiwanese folk song genre, sung by
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Emergence of the pop music market

The early colonialization of the twentieth centrury and the pace
of modernization occasioned an acceleration of social change in
Taiwan. A result of the rapid growth of urban populations
stimulated by industrialization and economic development,
urban life-oriented tunes were created that aimed at
city-dwelling consumers. If folk songs can be characterized as
ancient, broadly “native” music, then pop songs are the
songs of modern-day urbanites. Round about the 1920s, record
companies appeared in Taipel, while in the 1930s Taiwanese
(in Taiwan today Hoklo is generally referred to as
“Taiwanese” ) pop songs came into vogue, with ko-tsai-his
becoming a major form of entertainment. These record
company-commissioned songs were in tune with the popular
consciousness, and included not a few outstanding examples
such as  “Looking Forward to the Spring Wind,”  “Rainy
Night Flowers” or “Moonlit Night Sadness,” which
everyone even to this day loves to join in singing. The
predominantly mournful pop songs of the period are a reflection
of a cumulative popular malaise which grew over the decades.
Despite the Japanese colonialists’  ballyhooing of the myth of
“progress,”  this could not diminish the feeling of hurt in the
people’ s hearts, with popular music becoming the most

obvious mirror of that ever-suffering spirit of a people under

colonial rule.
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Despite the return of Taiwan to the China motherland after
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World War Two, successive economic depression and social
unrest ensued, followed by the February 28 Incident and the
White Terror. Due to tight political control during the years
when Taiwan™ s economy took flight, popular music could not
avoid bannings and forced rewritings, as officialdom, driven by
its rigid ideological mindset, made a concerted effort to promote
music sung in the “national language” of Mandarin and
patriotic songs, while banning public performance of certain
songs. Nevertheless, throughout various post-war periods,
popular music remained the best vehicle for keeping emotions
in balance. Whether the language of song was Mandarin or
Taiwanese, it conveyed personal feelings as well as thoughts on
family and country; and although the lyrics of many a song to
be sure projected mainland China as the dreamland of many,
there were also not a few songs which retained a strong feeling
of love for the native soil of Taiwan, and even more numerous

were songs with lyrics which recorded the many sundry aspects

of Taiwan society.
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The 1970s saw the upsurge of modern-day folk songs, after

which refreshingly new “campus songs” came into the
mainstream of popular music. Following the political
liberalization of the 1980s, the content of pop songs became
more diversified and thus more able to reflect all manner of
social phenomena. However, under the overwhelming influence
of commercialization plus homogenization of the record
industry, the music scene came to place increasing attention on
molding singers’  public images. Singing idols became the
models for youth imitation; in popular music, the person of the
singer became more important that the song itself. The
replacement of one singing star by another in the music market
has proceeded in dizzying succession, and best-selling songs no
sooner appear than fade away. The age of folk songs has now

long passed and, as with the passing of traditional lifestyles,

once gone will not return. Of course nostalgia for earlier times



can nevertheless still be transformed into commercial products,
and in that role, whether they be folk songs with an ancient
flavor or undying old favorites, they serve not only as consumer

items but as witnesses to the changes of the times.

Compiled and edited by Ann Lin / Translated by James Decker.
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