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Development of Japanese popular culture

•The Tokugawa period （江戸時代）
• The emergence of popular culture

• Imaginative new developments in literature, theatre and 
visual arts in the late-17th and early-18th centuries

Popular fiction: e.g. Ihara Saikaku (井原西鶴)

Kabuki theatre

Bunraku (文楽)

Ukiyoe (浮世絵): differed from traditional paintings made for elite 
patrons 『日本永代蔵』井原西鶴



Development of Japanese popular culture

•The ‘opening’ of Japan in 1854
• Tokugawa popular culture started to spread to Europe and 
U.S. (e.g. 浮世絵 as packing materials)

• Vibrant art forms, distinctive sense of design had a huge 
impact on Western painting and graphic design
• Inspiring artists like Monet, Gogh, Cassatt, etc.

Monet “La Japonaise” (1876) 菱川師宣（HISHIKAWA, Moronobu）
『見返り美人図 (Beauty looking back)』

Gogh “le Pere Tanguy” (1887)



Development of Japanese popular culture

•The Meiji Restoration in 1868
• Western culture flowed into Japan in the late -19th and 
early-20th centuries

• The lifestyles, entertainments, and tastes of Europe and 
U.S. fascinated the Japanese public
• Clothing, hairstyles

• Unfamiliar musical forms and instruments

• Baseball and rugby



Development of Japanese popular culture

•After the World War I
• American impact on Japanese pop culture became 
prominent
• Baseball grew into Japan’s national pastime

• American jazz became an important part of modern urban life in 
Japan

• American comic strips covered the pages of Japanese popular 
magazines



Development of Japanese popular culture

•After the World War II
• With the American army occupation, Western pop culture 
returned to Japan

• But Japanese homegrown popular culture industry 
recovered quickly too
• Movies: domestic dramas, sports pictures, musical comedies

• Radio: drama 

• Kami-shibai (紙芝居): favoured by children



Development of Japanese popular culture

•Since the 1950s
• With the growth of Japanese economy, the public 
demanded entertainment
• Television broadcast began in 1953

 (sumo, baseball, American programming, etc.)

• Comic books, manga magazines

• Japanese pop culture once again spread overseas

 Monster movies: Godzilla, Mothra, Gamera, etc.



Japanese animation into global market

•Grew out of Western models but developed into a 
distinctive and highly creative form
• Hakuja-den (白蛇伝) (1958)

• Shoonen Sarutobi Sasuke (少年猿飛佐助) (1959)

•Tezuka Osamu’s success led to worldwide boom of 
Japanese animation
• Tetsuwan Atomu (鉄腕アトム) on Japanese TV in 1963

 (In the U.S. as Astro Boy in the same year)



Well-received Japanese products

•With the dramatic economic growth, Japan gained a 
reputation for high-quality, affordable entertainment 
hardware
• Miniature transistor radios from the late-1950s

• Video cassette recorders from the 1970s

• Sony Walkman in 1979



Since the late-1970s: 
worldwide video game craze began

•Space invaders (1978) became a phenomenon

•Japanese machines came to dominate the arcades 
in America
• Pac-Man (1980)

• Donkey Kong (1981)

• Mario Bros. (1983)

•Nintendo Entertainment System (1985)
• Brought games from arcades to homes



The 1980s: the golden age of Japanese 
anime

•Complex science fiction stories

 e.g. Space Battle Ship Yamato

•Action narratives that explores the boundaries 
between the human and the machine

 e.g. Mobile Suit Gundam

•Magical fantasies of Hayao Miyazaki



Manga also began to catch on abroad in 
the 1980s

•Stereotype in the West “comic books are lightweight, 
childish entertainment”

 manga as “imaginative, graphically refined, and 
incredibly varied



By the end of the 1990s: Japanese pop 
culture entered the mainstream

•Pop products were consumed everywhere
• Pokemon and Yu-Gi-Oh! (遊戯王)

 (including video games, trading cards, animated 
feature films, toys, etc.)

•Anime began to earn respect as a distinctive art 
form
 e.g. Miyazaki’s Spirited Away (2001) won an Academy 

Award



•J-POP also began to attract international attention 
(especially as anime and video game theme songs)

Japan became the first non-Western nation to emerge 
as a major and consistent contributor to global pop 
culture trends.



Japanese popular culture in Hong Kong: 
TV dramas

•The emergence of Japanese TV dramas in HK: the 
beginning of broadcast in HK
• Since the debut of TVB Jade, Japanese dramas have 
been imported

• Early Japanese dramas: samurai stories, martial arts, 
sports and detective dramas

• Romance dramas were the main storylines of early 
dramas

e.g. Happily married（「二人の世界」）



Japanese dramas in Hong Kong

• In the latter half of the 1970s, urban youth dramas 
made a hit
 e.g. Shining path （「俺たちの旅(前程錦繡)」）

•message “to strive and struggle hard”

•The scene of facing the setting sun: symbolic in 
Japanese dramas and cartoons



Japanese dramas in Hong Kong

• In the 1980s: Oshin’s hit 
• Most prominent of such motivating dramas

• Earmarked a new era of Japanese dramas in the early 
1980s

• Theme song became a canto-pop hit



Japanese dramas in Hong Kong

• In the 1990s: a new outlook of Japanese dramas
• Tokyo Love Story (1992)

• Long Vacation (1996): the rise of “Japanese wave”

 

followed by

• Waiting for You to Say You Love Me, Love Generation, 
Sleeping Forest, Under the Same, GTO, etc.

These dramas also embody “ganbaru (strive)” messages



Japanese dramas in Hong Kong

•Background of popularity
• Japanese TV dramas dubbed in Cantonese in the 1970s

• Invention and development of VCD in the 1990s



What is a VCD?

•A video disc in a CD technology
• Widely distributed in Asia (except Japan) since the mid-
1990s

• Played with a VCD player (on TV screen) or PC

• Low cost compared to DVDs (but low quality)

• Pirated Japanese dramas/TV programs on VCDs spread
• ‘Cheap’ and ‘fast’ distribution of dramas in Hong Kong



Japanese dramas in Hong Kong

•However, as the Hong Kong Customs authority 
tightened the control over the piracy in the late 
1990s, the availability of Japanese dramas in Hong 
Kong became more limited

 Ended its popularity



Japanese popular music in Hong Kong

• In the 1970s, while Cantonese popular songs 
became popular, some of Japanese theme songs of 
imported TV dramas made hits as Cantonese cover 
versions.

This laid the foundation of a Japanese music boom in the 
1980s



Japanese popular music in Hong Kong

• In the 1980s, Japanese songs played an important 
role in Hong Kong’s popular music scene.
• Both original Japanese versions and Cantonese covered 
versions became hits

• Original Japanese songs became prominent by the mid-
1980s

• Many Cantonese covered versions were produced



The popularity of Japanese music in the 1980s

•Hong Kong listeners became familiar with Japanese 
music through watching Japanese TV dramas

•They were also tired of the musical style of Canto-
pop

•The creativity of Hong Kong’s music industry did not 
catch up with advances in production technology 
and the direction of consumers’ tastes
• The creative capacity was not enough to meet the 
demand



Japanese popular music in Hong Kong

• In the first half of the 1990s, Japanese original 
songs became a trend
• Behind the trend, there was Hong Kong listeners’ criticism 

• ‘overemphasis’ on commercialism in Hong Kong music industry

• Not providing the supportive environment for young talent

• In the latter half of the 1990s, many Japanese 
singers and their original songs became popular
• This happened almost simultaneously in Japan and Hong 
Kong



The popularity of Japanese music in the 1990s

•The advancement in the media technologies during 
this period
• Cable TV and Internet

•The widespread availability of VCDs
• Trend in Japanese TV dramas and tie-up theme songs

• Theme songs often occupied more than half of top ten hit charts



Japanese popular music in Hong Kong since 
the 2000s

•Japanese music scene has become diversified
• The popularity of female solo artists such as Ayumi 
Hamasaki, Hikaru Utada, etc.

• Continuous popularity of Japanese rock bands and the 
establishment of so-called ‘J-Rock’

• Dominance by female idol groups particularly since the 
2010s

• The emergence of vocaloid



Japanese popular music in Hong Kong since 
the 2000s

• In Hong Kong, mainly young generation was 
affected by the Japanese popular music
• Huge influence by Japanese anime and its theme songs

• Fan culture of idol groups, such as Arashi, AKB48, etc.

• Concerts and events by Japanese artists in Hong Kong

• More accessible by the rise of digital distribution and 
social media



To sum up,

• The influence of Japanese popular culture in Hong 
Kong became prominent in the 1970s particularly 
through Japanese TV dramas

• The technological advancement such as VCDs 
(including those pirated) has contributed much to the 
widespread of Japanese popular culture

• With the further technological advancement and the 
diversification of Japanese popular cultural industry, a 
wide variety of content, if not a certain genre, has 
attracted Hong Kong people.
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