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The Development of Japanese J-Rock, Visual Kei, and Western Influences


Unique to it's nation, Japanese Rock, or J-Rock, is a colorful conglomeration of Western and local influences.  The development of this varied umbrella designation spans almost the same time period as that of Western rock, but has been more parallel in development rather than overlapping.  While Western psychedelic rock personified the drug counter-culture of the 60s, Japanese psychedelic rock artists mostly espoused anti-drug sentiments.  80's Western Glam-Rock  brought teased hair and painted faces mixed with manly metal musicians, but 80's Visual Kei took makeup and hair from male costume to almost fetishistic proportions.


Japanese rock was mostly an outgrowth of post-war influences from the attraction of Western bands by the Eastern island.  Elvis was to be heard as much as native music by the young, post-war generation.  Touring bands popular in the West, such as The Beatles and Led Zeppelin, were met with as much fanfare as they would on the other side of the planet.  Popular Western genres such as pop and rock trickled into the traditionally isolated culture, with native musicians becoming interested in creating their own brand of melody.


Early rock music in Japan was created by a few popular bands on the forefront of contemporary music in the 60s and 70s.  Psychedelic music spread by The Beatles, the Greatful Dead, Pink Floyd and others influenced such groups as the Taj Mahal Travellers and The Golden Cups, albeit with their Eastern counterparts sometimes going against the drug-enhanced aspect, with some preaching against drug use.  The sounds of Japanese psychedelic rockers tended to lean towards the more experimental side.  Creative uses of instruments and the use of signal processing created sounds unique to the Japanese style.  70s rockers began to move away from the psychedelic phase into other genres, such as Folk Rock or Progressive Rock.  Just as Bruce Springsteen and John Denver brought the jangly-sounding folk-poetry to the airwaves in the West, Japanese artists such as Kazuki Tomokawa and Kan Mikami combined traditional sound to modern music.  Western poly-rythmists such as King Crimson and Rush influenced bands such as Ain Soph and the Shingetsu Project on the Progressive spectrum of the rock genre.  


Rock in Japan for the 80s continued the trend of parallel development.  Hair rock and Glam Rock in the West became Visual Kei, or literally, “Visual Style,”   in the East.  The use of unique costuming and the use of shock-value in Japanese bands helped increase exposure to the fans, and had been in use for some time before the term Visual Kei was coined, but the band popularly designated as the first to bring it into the mainstream was X Japan, who found their greatest influence in the American band KISS.  Bands utilizing the Visual Kei style, still around today, tend to sport elaborate costume and makeup, most times with the end result being recognizably feminine.


As a case study in Visual Kei, X Japan is also joined by another contemporary band Dir En Grey, two bands who have found moderate success in the West.  The trend for bands such as these is to start out in the flamboyant style of Visual Kei in an extreme degree to garner notice on the indie scene.  After mainstream success is attained, slow migration to less extreme visuals typically follows as an attempt to attract a greater number of fans.  While X Japan helped pioneer the style, by the time of their breakup in 1997 they had moved away from the feminine, Twisted-Sister-to-the-nth-degree look for a more hip male Japanese look.  The same has been true for Dir en Grey, who at their outset were greatly influenced by the Visual Kei style, but have chosen a  less flamboyant look.


A popular, and if not incorrect, observation of Japan and its musical tastes is that it is very open for artists of many styles around the world, making it a haven for rockers struggling to find success in their own regions.  Bands like the Michael Schenker Group and the BeeGees were sure to be successful in the occident, while artists discouraged by the decline in Western fans decided to stay in the country.  Guitar legends Paul Gilbert and Marty Friedman both live in Japan, even learning the language and appearing on television, such as the popular show “Hebimetasan”, which interviews guitarists and bands playing Metal. These artists often jam with Japanese bands who cite them as important influences to the development of their own music.  Venues such as the Budokan and Tokyo Dome enable artists to relive the past days of packed arenas and waves of swaying fans.  When touring, many bands make sure to stop by in Japan, like Dave Mustaine's Gigantour, a Metal tour which flies to Japan as its inaugural leg of the Eastern tour.  Their history of attractions include all the legendary bands, such as AC/DC, Led Zeppelin, KISS, and most every other willing to make the jaunt over the Pacific.  Popularity in Japan of Western music can be observed in even the cult rock classic Spinal Tap, whose protagonists end up hitting no. 1 in Japan after lackluster attendance by Western fans on the final leg of their farewell tour.


The current state of Japanese rock is as varied in output and input as ever.   Foreign influences come today in the form of the Internet and increased access to all forms of music through digital distribution.   MTV Japan is a popular couch-surfing destination, with West and East mixing together in a motley mix if misculture and flashing colors, with periodicals such as purple SKY grooming the fans and Young Guitar training the nascent rock six-stringers.  Even huge outdoor concert events form on the Eastern side, such as “Rock in Japan”, draw in the fans by the thousands, bringing together screaming fans and artists alike.  Even publications in English, such as jrock ink and musicJAPAN+, help popularize Japanese rock music in other regions


Japan has always had its own style of doing things, and when adapting foreign music to be their own, it has always been true that it becomes something uniquely Japanese.

