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INTRODUCTION

Between 1973 and late 1980, Bob Marley and 
The Wailers travel around the world to spread 
their reggae music and message of rebellion, 
redemption, and Rastafari. 

In the spring of 1979, the legendary reggae 
formation extends its international triumphs 
to the ‘Far East’ and ‘Down Under’ by touring 
Japan, New Zealand, and Australia. The Wailers 
visiting Japan boosts Japanese interest in reggae, 
and signals the start of a Japanese homegrown 
reggae scene. 

In this publication we go back in time and 
follow the Jamaican reggae king Bob Marley 
and his entourage as they visit the cities of 
Tokyo and Osaka. From interviews with people 
who toured with Marley in Japan, Japanese 
newspapers and magazines, as well as visits 
to the concert venues in Tokyo, emerges a 
colourful picture of Marley’s twelve days and 
eight intimate concerts in Japan, and what 
they meant for reggae music and culture on the 
Japanese islands. 

The second part of this document zooms in 
on the development of J-Reggae. The Japanese 
reggae experience is explored in an attempt 
to understand the Japanese fascination with 
reggae, Rastafari and Jamaica.

Years before Bob Marley and his band would 
visit Japan, however, the Japanese got their first 
taste of Jamaica and its popular music in the 
film theatre with the release of The Harder They 
Come. 

http://www.mh1986.com
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In the early 1970s, reggae music begins to travel abroad from its birthplace 
Jamaica. Created in the recording studios in the capital of Kingston, reggae 
rhythms echo north to the United Stated and across the Atlantic to Great 
Britain. The hottest and hippest new music around is enthusiastically 
welcomed by Jamaicans and others from the Caribbean who have migrated 
to cities like Miami, New York, London and Birmingham. 

A major boost for the international aspirations of reggae comes in 1973 with 
the release of the Jamaican film The Harder They Come. Reggae star Jimmy 
Cliff plays Ivanhoe Martin, a young Jamaican who leaves the countryside 
for Kingston to become a singer, but who ends up as the most notorious 
gunslinger on the island. The Harder They Come vividly portrays the daily 

“The Harder They 
Come and its 
soundtrack open a 
window to Jamaica 
and its fascinating 
music scene” 

THE HARDER THEY COME:
JAPAN MEETS REGGAE
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“The gateway to 
introduce reggae music 
to the international 
audience it now enjoys”

life of common people and their 
struggles, and takes the viewer 
inside the vibrant music industry. 
At a time when dreadlocks were 
still largely unknown, it also shows 
Jamaicans sporting dreadlocks and 
consuming marijuana. 

Importantly, the images are 
accompanied by an exceptional 
soundtrack consisting of songs 
from Jimmy Cliff himself and other 
well-known Jamaican reggae artists 
such as Toots & the Maytals and 
Desmond Dekker. As reggae expert 
Chris Salewicz notes, “promoting 
the film and thereby both reggae 
music and Jamaica was one of the 
greatest soundtrack albums ever 

made. Perry Henzell had personally 
chosen the record’s reggae gems 
and The Harder They Come album 
became – before the success of Bob 
Marley – the gateway to introduce 
reggae music to the international 
audience it now enjoys” (Salewicz 
2009, 205). For audiences around 
the world, including Japan, The 
Harder They Come and its soundtrack 
open a window to Jamaica and its 
fascinating music scene. 

Around the same time that The 
Harder They Come appears in 
cinema, imported reggae-inspired 
hits such as Paul Simon’s ‘Mother 
and Child Reunion’ (1972), Eric 
Clapton’s cover of Bob Marley’s ‘I 

Shot the Sheriff ’ (1974), and the 
classic Catch A Fire (1973) album 
by The Wailers themselves spark 
Japanese interest in reggae. The 
growing interest in Jamaican music 
and culture leads to the opening 
of a small number of record shops 
in Tokyo specializing in importing 
reggae from Jamaica. These shops 
are soon followed by reggae clubs, 
bars, and live houses in urban 
areas throughout the country, 
such as Club 69 in Shinjuku, where 
only roots reggae is played. As 
the leading promoters of reggae 
in Japan, these record shops and 
clubs greatly help to increase 
underground interest in the music 
and culture.
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Arrival of the first reggae bands in Japan in 1975. Top: ‘First time reggae comes to 
Japan!!’. In smaller katakana (Japanese writing) on the left ‘Paioniaazu’ (Pioneers) and 

on the right ‘Shimaronzu’ (Cimarons). 

The summer of 1975 is a pivotal moment for reggae 
music. Two legendary concerts on July 17 and 18 at 
the Lyceum Ballroom in London put Bob Marley and 
The Wailers on a path to worldwide fame, cementing 
in two nights their reputation as the hottest reggae 
band in the world. Around the same time, on the other 
side of the globe, Japan welcomes the first Jamaican 
reggae artists on its shores. As part of a promotion 
tour for British label Trojan Records, the Pioneers and 
the Cimarons visit Japan. The Cimarons are the first 
self-contained indigenous British reggae-band, formed 
in 1967. The Pioneers have been active since 1962, but 
with little success until the late 1960s. At the height 
of their careers, The Pioneers are considered one of 
Jamaica’s finest harmony groups. They are especially 
successful in 1969 with ‘Long Shot (Kick De Bucket)’, 
which becomes a huge hit in Great Britain. Although 
they are already past their prime, the Pioneers are 
the first Jamaican reggae band to visit Japan in 1975. 
Surfing on a wave of excitement after The Harder They 
Come, Jimmy Cliff tours around the world, also visiting 
and performing in Japan in 1977 and 1978.

The popularity of reggae music only really takes off 
years later when Bob Marley and The Wailers come to 
the land of the rising sun. As Japanese reggae expert 
and scholar Marvin D. Sterling explains, “Bob Marley, 
reggae’s main international messenger, performed in 
Japan in 1979, and it is Marley to whom most early 
Japanese reggae fans trace their first exposure to 
the music. Marley’s only concert tour of the country 
brought reggae at the time most fully to the attention 
of mainstream Japanese audiences” (Sterling 2010, 10). 
To promote their live-album Babylon By Bus, Marley 
and The Wailers land in Japan in the spring of 1979 for 
a tour which will bring them to Tokyo and Osaka. 

“Marley’s only concert tour of the 
country brought reggae at the time most 

fully to the attention of mainstream 
Japanese audiences”
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By 1979, Bob Marley has long 
established himself as an 
international superstar and the 
most famous and influential 
reggae singer in the world. Having 
toured Europe and North America 
together with The Wailers to 
perform for ever bigger audiences 
in ever larger venues, Marley has 
become an icon and figurehead 
for reggae and Rastafari. Now it is 
time to broaden the horizon and 
bring the music and the message 
to new markets. To promote 
Babylon By Bus, the live album 
released months earlier, the band 
tours Japan (eight concerts), New 
Zealand (one concert), Australia 
(ten concerts) and Hawaii (two 
concerts) between April 5 and May 
6, before embarking on another 
massive tour of North America. 

The tour of the ‘Far East’ and 
‘Down Under’ is groundbreaking, 
not just for The Wailers, but also 
for reggae music in general as well 
as the philosophy and religion of 
Rastafari. As John Masouri remarks, 
“it was virtually unheard of for 
reggae bands to tour so far afield, 
but this band was intent on making 
converts wherever they went, 

and Marley saw such pioneering 
exploits as further opportunities to 
spread the Rasta gospel” (Masouri 
2009, 469). Despite his international 
fame, Marley is still deemed a ‘new 
name’ with a ‘potential largely 
untapped’ in Japan, New Zealand 
and Australia. To tap into that 
potential, the Japanese tour is 
massively supported and promoted 
by Toshiba-EMI, one of Japan’s 
leading music companies. 

Arrival

After a long flight, Marley and his 
entourage receive an extraordinary 
reception at the international 
airport of Tokyo. Giving the band 
little chance to recover from their 
journey, a press conference is held 
to welcome The Wailers to Japan. 
More than a hundred Japanese 
journalists and photographers are 
said to be present. Remarkably, 
and in contrast to dismissive 
colleagues in Europe and the 
United States, Japanese journalists 
ask serious questions and want to 
know everything about Marley’s 
religious beliefs and the Rastafarian 
movement. Asked about the 

BABYLON-EAST
BY SHINKANSEN

BOB MARLEY  

AND THE WAILERS  

LIVE IN JAPAN!  

“This band was intent 
on making converts 
wherever they went, 
and Marley saw such 
pioneering exploits 
as further opportunities 
to spread the Rasta 
gospels”
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The Wailers arrive in Japan, where the Japanese press is eagerly awaiting the band

meaning of his dreadlocks, Marley pulls one up and 
tells the curious Japanese press that they give him 
power, and that his dreads are his identity. 

One of the photographers taking pictures of Marley 
and the band is Mitsuhiro Sugawara. Having his roots 
in Hokkaido, the second-largest and northernmost 
island of Japan, a passion for jazz and a longing 
for adventure had called the youthful Sugawara to 
Tokyo years earlier. With just a backpack, camera, and 
some money he had hitchhiked from Hokkaido to the 
Japanese capital. One day Sugawara managed to take a 
good picture of a well-known American jazz musician 
visiting a small Tokyo jazz bar. Sugawara offered the 
photo to a magazine, which promptly hired the young 
jazz fan. Shooting all the big artists visiting Japan, 
Sugawara would come to specialize in black music: 
jazz, soul, blues, and later also reggae. Sugawara recalls 
that he was down and out of luck in 1977, lacking 
direction and wondering what to make of his life. 
At a bar in Shimokitazawa, a Tokyo neighbourhood 
known for its hippy youth and laid-back atmosphere, 
Sugawara and a friend one day heard an unusual 
sound. The rhythm was different than anything he 
had heard before, and so were the lyrics. The record 
that was playing was Live!, the 1975 live-album by Bob 
Marley and The Wailers. The music immediately caught 
Sugawara’s attention and directed it towards reggae, in 
the process bringing the down-and-out photographer 
from a deep low to a new high. Sugawara recognized 
the unique charismatic presence of Marley (‘once or 

twice in a hundred years there is someone like that’) 
and found a new idol in the Jamaican reggae star. The 
tour of Marley and The Wailers to Japan was a dream-
come-true for Sugawara, for he had been appointed by 
the record company as the official photographer of the 
Tokyo concerts.

Settling in a hotel in Tokyo, Marley and his entourage 
encounter an issue that is still actual today: marijuana 
and other drugs are strictly forbidden in Japan. 
Following the anti-drug policy, the Japanese release 
of the 1978 Kaya album had already gotten a different 
back cover, as the original cover showed a picture 
of a burning spliff. For Rastafarians like Marley and 
most of the Jamaicans travelling with him, however, 
the herb is not a drug or an illegal substance. It 
is an integral part of a natural lifestyle, used for 
spiritual and social communication, which contributes 
to the creative process. To avoid problems with the 
Japanese authorities, a member of Marley’s touring 
party has travelled ahead to make arrangements. As 
a precaution the entire floor of the hotel in Tokyo 
as well as the floors directly above and below have 
been completely booked by the Jamaicans. Mitsuhiro 
Sugawara remembers that the press is carefully kept 
away by the promotors from going backstage and 
meeting the band in their hotels, except for official 
press moments. If the Japanese authorities get wind 
of the smoking going on behind the scenes, the 
tour might be cancelled immediately. The Japanese 
promoters have arranged for The Wailers fifty Thai 
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sticks, a form of cannabis from Thailand 
popular in the 1960s and 1970s. To the 
amazement of the Japanese, who believe it 
is enough for the entire tour, all of the sticks 
are consumed before the band has even set 
one foot on stage (Salewicz 2009, 349-350). 

Prior to their first gig in Japan, The Wailers 
visit the Yamaha factory, where they are 
given new music instruments and Yamaha 
sponsored clothing. Marley receives a brand 
new Yamaha rhythm guitar as a present, 
which he will take on stage for the encore 
of the first Tokyo concert. Besides fulfilling 
press obligations at the hotel and preparing 
for the concerts, The Wailers have some 
time for shopping and sightseeing. Marley 
apparently eats sushi for the first time, 
which at the time is not yet known around 
the world like it is today. He supposedly 
likes it so much that he will continue to 
ask for it later as he travels and tours 
around the world. And yet, Marley does 
not seem at ease in Japan. According to 
Mitsuhiro Sugawara and seen in various 
photos, Marley carries a stick with him at all 
times, which he also keeps close to his bed 
at night, to protect himself.

Live in Tokyo

The series of Japan concerts starts in Tokyo 
on April 5 and 6 with two shows at the 
Shinjuku Kosei Nenkin Kaikan. Introducing 
themselves live to their fans in the capital, 
The Wailers play a set which combines songs 
from the early 1970s (‘Concrete Jungle’, 
‘Burnin’ and Lootin’, and ‘Natty Dread’) 
with more recent tunes like ‘Running 
Away’, ‘Stir It Up’, ‘Punky Reggae Party’, 
‘Exodus’, ‘Lively Up Yourself ’, ‘Is This Love?’, 
‘War’, ‘The Heathen’, ‘Crazy Baldhead’, and 
‘Positive Vibration’. Japanese fans are also 
treated to fresh renditions of classics like 
‘No Woman No Cry’, ‘Jammin’, ‘Get Up Stand 
Up’, and ‘I Shot The Sheriff ’. On April 7, the 
tour continues with two back-to-back shows 
starting at 16:00 and 18:45 in the Shibuya 
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“The experience 
was electric in part 
because the venue 
was so small” 
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Public Hall. After a two-day break to explore 
Tokyo and meet journalists for interviews, two 
more concerts follow on April 10 at the Nakano 
Sun Plaza. These shows are recorded and later 
released as bootlegs with titles like Tokio Rasta, 
A Man In Tokyo and Sunplaza Show. In 2001, an 
official live CD simply called Japan is released on 
the Japanese market, containing twelve songs 
recorded at the Sun Plaza and an interview with 
Marley during his stay in Japan. 

All six Tokyo concerts are experienced up close 
and photographed by Mitsuhiro Sugawara right 
in front of the stage. Initially, the idea had 
been to film the concerts, but setting up the 
cameras proved too difficult in the small venues. 
The shows were therefore photographed by 
Sugawara and the odd newspaper photographer. 
With four cameras dangling around his neck, 
Sugawara takes pictures of Marley from every 
angle. When he comes home at night he 
develops his film rolls and negatives and thinks 
about ways to improve on his shots for the next 
night. Sugawara is thus able to shoot Marley 
from different angles at every concert. The 
unprecedented and up-close access during the 
six Tokyo concerts result in amazing black-
white and colour photos of Marley in Japan.

One day after the last Tokyo show, the Jamaican 
reggae caravan takes the famous shinkansen 
(bullettrain) to Osaka, the third biggest Japanese 
city, about four hundred kilometres west of 
Tokyo. That same evening, the Osaka Kosei 
Nenkin Kaikan hosts The Wailers for their 
seventh show in Japan. After another two days 
of rest, the Japan tour ends with a show at 
Osaka’s Festival Hall.

All of the Japan concerts took place in small, 
intimate venues. The Shinjuku Kosei Nenkin 
Kaikan and Shibuya Public Hall could both 
accommodate 2.100 visitors, the Nakano Sun 
Plaza about 2.200. Osaka’s Kosei Nenkin Kaikan 
offered seats to about 2.400 patrons, the Festival 

Top: Marley with fans in Tokyo
Below: Toshiba-EMI announces The Wailers coming 
to Japan
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Hall around 2.700. In Europe and the United States, The 
Wailers easily filled stadiums with tens of thousands 
of fans. Just one year later, in June 1980, Marley will 
appear at the San Siro stadium in Milan, Italy, to play 
for somewhere between 80.000 and 120.000 fans. 
Whereas the concerts in established markets were 
increasingly massive, the Japan tour gave fans the 
chance to see and experience the Rastaman and his 
band up close. Kweku Ampiah studied in Tokyo at 
the time and was present at one of the concerts in 
Shinjuku. He recalls that, “the experience was electric 
in part because the venue was so small”. 

Reception

According to Chris Salewicz, “Bob Marley met an 
extraordinary reception. At the concerts, the audience 
would show they knew every song, and would sing 
every word of the lyrics” (Salewicz 2009, 349). Contrary 
to expectations prior to the tour, Japanese fans indeed 
seemed to know most lyrics, singing along during the 
shows. Graphic designer and Wailer Neville Garrick, 
who created the artwork for the albums, later explained 
the role of the lyrics on the album sleeves. “The 
inclusion of Bob Marley’s powerful lyrics on nearly 
all his album sleeves had a tremendous impact on his 
international audience, we later found out. While on 
tour in Tokyo in 1979, we were surprised to see that 
the Japanese audiences sang along all the words with 

Bob. We learned that the only English they knew was 
the words printed on the records sleeves” (Morrow 
1999, 7). 

Mitsuhiro Sugawara remembers the performances of 
Marley as so powerful that they appeared spiritual. 
“You could tell the man was sent by God to deliver God’s 
message”, Sugawara said. “Bob Marley represented a 
new way of life – to be with nature, to be loving, to be 
yourself. I think Bob Marley’s message is universal. I 
think in all corners of the world, people can relate to 
his portrayal of oppression by a big government or 
big companies against the masses. Powerful messages 
of resistance are still understood” (Joe 2005). For 
Sugawara, Marley became a hero and idol. To this day 
the photographer wakes up and goes to sleep with 
Marley’s music, which continues to inspire and provide 
energy.

Embarking on another long flight to New Zealand, The 
Wailers could look back at a succesfull tour of Japan 
with eight concerts in twelve days. The Japanese press 
and fans were more than enthusiastic. “Even today”, 
Marvin D. Sterling notes, “fans and practitioners 
who attended talk and write about the ’79 tour with 
something close to reverence, as a ‘legendary’, once-in-
a-lifetime event” (Tagawa 1985; cited in Sterling 2010, 
10). Marley’s wife Rita would later remember that, 
“Japan was memorable. We had a lot of press there 
saying how well they thought it would be doing there 



12  •  Jamming in Japan: Bob Marley & The Wailers in Japan 1979

“Reggae is a music that fight for the oppressed            
people anywhere upon the earth. It defend the 

oppressed people, it show them freedom. 
It is the best music for the human being. Everyone know that.  

Reggae music is the best music for human being” 
- Bob Marley, Osaka 1979 - 

Live on stage in Osaka
© Shin Miyoshi
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in ten years time: how it would be taking over Japan. 
And we said that it never would! They loved Bob, and 
Bob played a big part in them absorbing reggae as they 
have done” (Salewicz 2009, 349). Mitsuhiro Sugawara 
describes the 1979 visit of Marley and The Wailers 
as the most amazing experience of his life and the 
single most important reggae event in Japan. It was 
only after the visit of Marley that reggae became a big 
thing. Without those shows in Tokyo and Osaka, reggae 
would likely have been much less popular on the 
Japanese isles. In the years directly after Marley’s first 
and only visit, reggae music gained a steady foothold. 
An underground reggae scene flourished as reggae and 
later dancehall became big in Japan.

The photos of Bob Marley & The Wailers in Tokyo have been 
published by Mitsuhiro Sugawara as a beautiful photo set 

(2000, above) and book (2015, right)
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He was there when The Wailers 
landed in Tokyo. He was there 
when the band travelled, relaxed, 
ate together, reasoned about 
Rastafari and Jamaica, and when 
they went on stage to perform. He 
escorted the band during their stay 
in Japan. Shin’ichi Miyoshi, now 
retired but at the time the director 
of record company Toshiba-EMI, 
is still a reggae fan. Living in 
sunny Okinawa, a chain of islands 
which together form Japan’s 
southernmost prefecture, Miyoshi 
shares his story of spending twelve 
days with Bob Marley and The 
Wailers for the first time in English. 
Miyoshi offers an interesting 

perspective on Marley and how the 
singer transformed from a quiet, 
shy and somewhat withdrawn man 
off stage to a giant on stage, able 
to utterly convince and captivate 
audiences. 

“In 1979, I went along with The 
Wailers for their eight concerts in 
Japan as the director of the record 
company. I spent twelve days with 
Bob that I will remember forever 
and ever. He was a person I had 
wanted to meet for a long time. I 
had first heard about him in 1974. 
I felt that if I could meet him, 
it couldn’t be helped if my heart 
would burst.” 

“Tickets were not sold out before 
The Wailers came to Japan, 
because Japanese promoters had 
not announced the concerts to the 
public. They were worried about 
ganja problems at customs. After 
the Wailers arrived in Tokyo, 
news and concert reviews quickly 
spread among music fans. Eight 
performances in total were sold 
out!”

“But… I was taken aback when I 
first saw Bob. He had a small body 
and his face looked even smaller 
when he wore his grey Rasta cap. 
When he joined in with his cheerful 
band members, I almost lost sight 

12 DAYS
WITH BOB MARLEY
The adventures of Shin Miyoshi with The Wailers in Tokyo and Osaka

Shin Miyoshi, Alvin ‘Seeco’ Patterson and Marley in Tokyo © Shin Miyoshi
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of him. He was always calm, he 
didn’t stick out. He rarely changed 
his face, except when he smiled 
shyly like a child. Was he really 
the charismatic man of reggae? I 
felt a bit strange like that… until 
the moment when the first concert 
took place.” 

“I met Bob in the dressing room of 
the Koseinenkin Hall in Shinjuku, 
Tokyo, where the first concert took 
place. I brought some presents; 

posters, badges, and neck ties, all 
in the Rasta colours. I knew that 
the Rasta colours represented his 
beliefs of going back to Africa. That 
is why I think that Bob thought, 
‘here is a guy who can understand 
our beliefs’. Bob immediately 
requested that I put the neck tie on 
him. I was so nervous that it took 
three minutes. Finally, I said good 
luck to him and he went to the 
hall. Bob went on stage wearing 
the necktie.”

“He had a small body 
and his face looked even 
smaller when he wore 
his grey Rasta cap. Was 
he really the charismatic 
man of reggae?”

Relaxing in Tokyo before the concerts 
© Shin Miyoshi



The Wailers in Tokyo. Marley and Shin 
Miyoshi in the middle © Shin Miyoshi
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“Our message to the people is that 
Rastafari is the Almighty. And this time 

the minds come together and defend one 
thing, so we can have a whole world unity 

instead of many divisions all over” 
- Bob Marley, Osaka 1979 -
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Above and below: The Wailers arrive at Osaka station by shinkansen (bullet train). Notice the stick in Marley’s 
hand to protect himself. Opposite page: Marley live on stage in Osaka © Shin Miyoshi
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“The person who appeared on the stage was… 
the big master of Rasta, the King of Reggae, Bob 
Marley! He took his Rasta cap off and he proudly 
showed us his dreadlocks. Bob had been so quiet 
backstage. He now appeared as an agitator, the 
most dangerous in the world. He was small, but 
on stage he was ten times as big.”

“I always sat on the front row, the best seats, but 
only saw Bob. He had an awesome aura that we 
simply could not take our eyes off! I was totally 
overcome… I looked into the audience and saw 
some people praying during the music. For 
them, Bob was like a god.”

“Bob was like Martin Luther King, he had a 
dream. He encouraged black people through his 
music. He is a warrior of Rasta who expresses 
his strong faith, which nothing could shake, 
in his reggae music, raising his dreadlocks like 
the mane of a lion over his head. His figure 
emanated something noble.”
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“Afterwards, I was sure that I would not be able to talk 
with him anymore. I was so embarrassed. But I went 
into his dressing room after the concert anyway and 
found Bob, sitting there alone and very quiet. Bob had 
become a small guy again. I was surprised at myself, 
because I said ‘Hey! Bob!’ to him very naturally. I was 
so confused about the difference when he was on 
stage and when he wasn’t on stage. It was really a big 
difference.”

“Bob and The Wailers were used to go jogging in 
Jamaica, but they couldn’t do that in Tokyo. That 
is why they went to Bob’s hotel room every day to 

listen to Bob’s words and talk. I couldn’t understand 
the Jamaican dialect, but listened to them anyway. 
Every morning we gathered in Bob’s room and I 
listened to the teachings of Rasta with the members 
of the band. We were always together and listened 
with respect to Bob’s words. About poverty and the 
violence prevailing in Jamaica. About the powers that 
make humans subhuman. About the governments that 
suppress Rasta’s faith to live like humans. About the 
corruption and rot prevailing. About segregation and 
suppression. About the human heart that is twisted 
because of malice and hatred. In that country, Jamaica, 
he had almost been assassinated.”

“I looked into the 
audience and saw some 
people praying during 
the music. For them, 
Bob was like a god” 



© Shin Miyoshi
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“To be honest, I couldn’t understand that Rastafari saw 
Haile Selassie as a God – Jah. But I could feel clearly 
that nothing could shake his faith. The thing that kept 
supporting him was the sound of reggae. The place or the 
environment didn’t matter. The mind that believes in the 
power of music is universal.” 

“One day, Bob suddenly very seriously asked if he could get 
a gun somewhere. ‘To protect myself ’, Bob said. ‘No one in 
Japan has guns’, I replied. ‘Nobody will hit you or attack 
you in Japan’. Bob’s eyes said, ‘I don’t believe you’. When 
we went to Osaka by shinkansen from Tokyo, Bob didn’t get 
off from the train at Shin-Osaka station. Left, right, left, he 
looked. No danger. Only then did he get off to the platform. 
Bob also brought a forty centimeter stick with him every 
day, every time, to protect himself. If I think about Jamaica 
I understand that Bob’s reaction was natural, seeing where 
he was coming from. It made me realize how dangerous 
Jamaica was.”

“I think Bob couldn’t quite understand the culture of Japan. 
He felt Japan as some different style of Babylon not quite 
like Europe, America and Jamaica. High-rise buildings, 
shinkansen, systems moving so exact, polite people... but 
surprisingly, the audiences were so excited. Japan must 
have been a mysterious country for him. He liked Tokyo 
and Osaka, but still these cities were a mysterious Babylon 
for him.”

“Japan must have been 
a mysterious country for 
him. He liked Tokyo and 
Osaka, but still these 
cities were a mysterious 
Babylon for him.”

IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF BOB MARLEY AND THE WAILERS
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ON THE TOKYO TRAIL

It is early 2012 when I find myself in the endless 
concrete jungle that is Tokyo. I have been here before, 
but this time I am visiting to follow the 1979 trail of 
Bob Marley and The Wailers by finding the venues 
where the band played and wrote Japanese reggae 
history. The Shinjuku Kosei Nenkin Kaikan, where The 
Wailers had opened their tour of Japan, is my first 
destination. 

Just before noon I stroll through the bustling streets 
of Shinjuku, one of the twenty-three wards of Tokyo, 
home to luxurious department stores, enormous 
skyscrapers and Shinjuku station, the busiest train 
station in the world. It is weekend and the streets 
are crowded with shopping Tokyoites. As I walk from 
the station towards my destination, I remember an 
anecdote from a Japanese magazine about two guys, 
Hiro and Masahito, who met Bob Marley in Tokyo.

April 7, 1979. Marley and his fellow Jamaicans have 
been in Tokyo for several days, playing two concerts 
in Shinjuku. The reggae prophet and his band have 
been received enthusiastically by the Japanese press 
and fans. Marley is visited in his hotel in Shinjuku by 
Hiro, a craftsman, and Masahito, a leather artist. They 
are allowed into the hotel as they bring a special, and 
in Japan illegal, gift for Marley: some homegrown 
herb. The herb comes from a friend who lives in 
Shimo-Ochiai, near Shinjuku. Hiro and Masahito end 
up talking a bit with the singer, who tells them that 
he wants to go to the sea the next day. The two fans 
come back the next day to find Marley occupied with 
interviews. Instead of going to the sea, Marley wants 
seashells, which Hiro and Masahito buy at a market. 
Eventually, they take a taxi with Marley and visit the 
friend in Shimo-Ochiai, where they drink Japanese 
green tea, listen to some records, and enjoy the 
Japanese herb.

IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF BOB MARLEY AND THE WAILERS
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Wondering if the story is true, I step out of my train 
of thoughts as an ambulance speeds by with blaring 
sirens. Leaving Shinjuku station further behind me, 
shops become less frequent and there are less people 
wandering the streets. I know that the Shinjuku Kousei 
Nenkin Kaikan changed its name to the Tokyo Kosei 
Nenkin Kaikan a 
few years ago, but 
I still don’t know 
exactly where it 
is. I approach the 
area where the 
theatre should 
be, but there is no 
building. Nothing. 
Only an empty 
space surrounded 
by a three meter 
high white fence. 

I enter the nearby 
koban, a small local 
police box, and in my best Japanese explain what I am 
looking for. ‘Tatemono nai’, the police officer curtly 
replies. ‘No building’. As it turns out, the theatre has 
been demolished very recently, the land on which it 
stood now being readied for development. What did 
this area look like in 1979? How many people would 
have been waiting here in front of the theatre, eager to 
get inside and see the reggae king with their own eyes? 
They are but fleeting thoughts about a long bygone 

era. Mono no aware the Japanese call it: the bittersweet 
feeling of seeing things change, the realisation of 
impermanence. Somewhat disappointed I turn around 
and walk back to the station to visit the next venue, 
hopefully with better luck.

On April 7, The 
Wailers play twice 
back-to-back in 
the Shibuya Public 
Hall. About thirty 
minutes away 
from Shinjuku 
and close to the 
famous Yoyogi 
Park, the venue 
is easy to find as 
it is situated in 
Shibuya, one of 
the major fashion 
youth centres of 
Japan and home to 

the famous scramble crossing. Unfortunately, I am told 
by staff that it is not possible to enter the venue, as 
they are preparing for a concert. Three years later, in 
2015, I learn that the venue has closed. 

For the final stop, I enter the Chūō train which takes 
me to Nakano station. Three stations away from 
Shinjuku, it only takes fifteen minutes to get there. 
On April 10, 1979, The Wailers played their last Tokyo 

The Shibuya Public Hall 
Above: the Tokyo Kosei Nenkin Kaikan (2009)
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shows at the Nakano Sun Plaza, a large hotel with a 
concert and congress hall. Stepping out of the train 
onto the platform, the Sun Plaza is impossible to miss. 
Towering high above all other buildings in the vicinity, 
it is situated closely to the station. From outside and 
inside it is an impressive building. Once again it is not 
possible to really visit the concert hall itself as a big 
event is going on. Shoganai, the Japanese would say. 
‘Can’t be helped’.

The sun sets in Tokyo. It gets colder. The streets are lit 
up by neon lights. Light turns to dark and the nightlife 
scene takes over. Tokyo is truly a metropolis that never 
sleeps. As I take the train back to Shinjuku, I wonder 
whether Marley tried the crowded public transport. 
Perhaps it wasn’t so crowded in the 1970s. What did 
The Wailers think of Tokyo? How did they experience 
Japan? One thing is certain: in such small venues, 
Marley’s concerts must have been truly intimate and 
magical events. 
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What about Marley appeals to 
you?
“Well, first of all his songs of course, 
the energy to get things done. But 
the most important thing is, he sung 
his songs to get through directly to 
each and everyone’s soul. I mean, 
if you go to his concert, maybe you 
will feel like Bob sings person-to-
person. Like he sung in ‘Coming In 
From The Cold’: it’s you I’m talking 
to. Every time I hear his songs, I 
feel like he is singing directly to 
my soul. No other singer can do 
that. Every time I face difficulties, 
I recall his songs automatically and 
cheer up myself. He is the one who 
provides me a source of strength.”

Do you think Marley has 
changed your life? If so, in 
what way?
“The most important thing is, 
he opened my eyes for the third 
world. I mean, before Bob, I was 
not so interested in Jamaica, Africa, 
or any other countries in the third 
world. But when I discovered Bob’s 
music, I empathized with the lyrics 
of the man from the third world 
and found that there are many 
people in the whole world who are 
suffering from the system. Reggae 
became known by the movie The 
Harder They Come originally, but 
Bob made reggae music more 
popular and showed the spiritual 
aspect.”

Mitsuhiro Asakawa was thirteen 
years old when Bob Marley visited 
Japan. Too young to be at any of the 
concerts, but Mitsuhiro has been a 
fan of the Jamaican reggae star for 
a long time. He has collected the 
Japanese editions of albums and 
singles, building up an impressive 
collection. At the time of our 
conversation, Mitsuhiro was in his 
forties, living and working in Tokyo 
as an editor for AX, a bi-monthly 
manga (Japanese comics) magazine. 
AX was named after Marley’s song 
‘Small Axe’, says Asakawa, “because 
my company is really small, but 
what we publish is all ‘sharp’.” 

When and how did you first 
hear about Bob Marley and his 
music? 
“In the late 70s, many artists used 
the reggae riddim. For example, 
Paul McCartney, John Lennon, 
Police, 10cc on ‘Dreadlock Holiday’, 
and Nina Hagen on ‘African Reggae’. 
I loved 10cc’s and Nina Hagen’s 
songs, especially. So I thought I 
should try Bob Marley, because 
Nina Hagen sung ‘Bob Marley auf 
der Venus’ on that song. I went to 
the local record shop and bought 
the album Rastaman Vibration.”

Do you remember how you felt 
or what you thought when you 
first heard the music? 
“I thought Bob’s music was a bit 
weird. My first experience was 
Rastaman Vibration. The first track 
of the album is ‘Positive Vibration’. 
I was impressed by the lyrics and 

I thought, ‘what does live if you 
want to live mean?’ I then bought 
the Japanese edition of that LP. 
That line was translated as ‘live ‘for 
real’ if you want to live’. On ‘Johnny 
Was’, I recalled John Lennon who 
was shot dead a while back. I was 
also deeply moved by ‘War’. So, 
though firstly his music didn’t ring 
a bell, his message was so strong to 
me. Maybe I was a bit confused by 
the balance of the lyrics and the 
sound. Laid-back type of rhythms 
with strong lyrics. I listened to that 
album again and again and then, 
the rhythm began to soak through 
to my body and mind bit by bit.”

“Every time I face 
difficulties, I recall his 

songs automatically 
and cheer up myself. He 

is the one who 
provides me a source of 

strength”

What did you do after that? 
“I got more albums and got all 
involved in his music and his 
personality. I tried to sing his 
songs, play guitar, bass and piano. 
I always do that to understand 
the songs more deeply. Also, at 
that time, in the early 80s, his 
biography by Stephen Davis was 
translated in Japanese, so I read 
that book.”

FAN MAIL FROM TOKYO
MITSUHIRO ASAKAWA
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“Reggae… this word reminds 
everyone of Bob Marley. I wanted 
to make something that everyone 
can recognize. Bob Marley is 
reggae. Is Black. Is dreadlocks. 
Is Rasta world. I linked these 
words and my inspiration that 
I felt from him in this powerful 
drawing. His hand is holding a 
microphone, his way of sharing 
his message with his music. His 
expression shows him shouting, 
full of passion. His music will 
be in my heart too forever and 
ever…”

レゲエ、このワードだけでだ
れもがボブ・マーリーを連想
する。絵を描くにあたり、極
めてシンプルかつ誰もが解
りやすくしたかった。マイク
を握る手は、MUSICでメッセ
ージを伝える彼の生き様。叫
ぶような表情は溢れる情熱
そのもの。ボブ=レゲエ=黒
人＝ドレッド＝ラスタ世界こ
れら全てと、彼から感じるイ
ンスピレーションを私の持
つ絵の勢いと連動させるよ
うにして描きました。心地よ
いリズムの中にある激しい
メッセージ、私の心の中でも
ボブの音楽はいつまでも生
きつづけます。

BOB 
MARLEY 

ARTWORK BY

KEAO YAMAMOTO
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The visits to Japan of Bob Marley and others like 
Jimmy Cliff planted the seeds which in the 1980s 
would grow into a Japanese homegrown reggae scene. 
Japanese artists and fans started coming to Jamaica 
in search of the real thing. In 1980, a percussionist 
known as Pecker flew to Jamaica to record songs 
with The Wailers at the Tuff Gong Studio and the 
famous Studio One in Kingston. As the story goes, 
Marley and Pecker had become friends during the 
Japan tour of The Wailers, the singer suggesting to 
collaborate on some recordings. Featuring Jamaican 
greats like Augustus Pablo and Sly & Robbie, the 
Jamaican-Japanese recordings were released as the 
albums Pecker Power and Instant Rasta. They combined 
Jamaican rawness with Japanese sophistication and 
further promoted reggae in Japan. Other artists like 
Yuzo Toyoda and Joe Yamanaka also went to Jamaica 
for inspiration. Yamanaka was even the frontman of 
The Wailers for some time after Marley’s death, and 
recorded three Reggae Vibration albums with the band. 

Amidst the thriving Japanese underground reggae 
scene emerged Overheat Music and Tachyon, two small 
publishing and promotion companies. They organized 

reggae events and concerts, signed record deals with 
Jamaican artists, and published reggae magazines 
(respectively Riddim and Reggae Magazine). Increasing 
numbers of Jamaican reggae acts started coming to 
Japan in the early 1980s as popular reggae festivals 
emerged in and around Tokyo. Reggae Sunsplash, a 
worldwide tour of Jamaican artists, included Japan 
in their touring schedule. Reggae JapanSplash was 
initiated in 1985 by Tachyon as a nationwide concert 
tour of Jamaican and Japanese artists. Jamaican stars 
like Augustus Pablo, Dennis Brown, Gregory Isaacs, 
Luciano, Sugar Minott, and Marcia Griffiths all took 
the stage. As the festival grew into a major summer 
event with tens of thousands of fans, Jamaican reggae 
acts were in high demand. Japan rapidly emerged as a 
new major market for reggae music. 

As the 1980s progressed, the number of Jamaicans at 
reggae festivals in Japan gradually decreased in favor of 
Japanese acts. Some Jamaican artists were notoriously 
difficult to work with, while Japanese organizers were 
also seeking to cut costs. The reggae festivals eventually 
featured almost exclusively Japanese reggae acts. They 
were the products of the homegrown reggae scene that 

AFTER MARLEY

J-REGGAE
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“The homegrown 
reggae scene that had 
taken root years earlier 
now flourished. By the 
early 1990s, reggae had 
become a vibrant 
cultural phenomenon 
in Japan”

had taken root years earlier and 
now flourished. 

Homegrown 

Two of the first Japanese to make 
reggae in Japanese were Nahki 
and Rankin’ Taxi. With vocal 
styles resembling dancehall and 
rap, they sang in Japanese with 
Jamaican accents. Being attracted 
to reggae through the music and 
conscious lyrics of Jimmy Cliff 
and Bob Marley, Nahki began 
playing reggae in Tokyo after 
he moved there to go to college. 
He has often been praised by 
Japanese fans for his authentic 
rendering of Jamaican reggae and 
Jamaican patwa (dialect). Rankin’ 
Taxi became attracted to reggae 
through the music of Bob Marley 
and Yellowman in the 1980s, and 

soon thereafter began frequenting 
reggae bars around Tokyo. He 
went to Jamaica in 1983, where 
he was greatly impressed by the 
excitement and powerful sound 
of the dancehalls. Upon his return 
to Japan, Rankin’ Taxi started 
the first popular sound system 
in Japan, called Taxi Hi-Fi, and 
his own record label, giving many 
young Japanese artists the chance 
to release their work. Together 
with others like PJ and his band 
Cool Runnings, Chieko Beauty and 
Sister Sayoko, Nahki and Rankin’ 
Taxi became the faces of this early 
period of Japanese reggae.

By the early 1990s, reggae had 
become a vibrant cultural 
phenomenon in Japan. Reggae 
bars and clubs and Jamaican 
styled craft shops and restaurants 
serving natural food seemingly 
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appeared everywhere, particularly in Tokyo. Interest 
in reggae, Rastafari and other things Jamaican surged 
as newspapers, magazines, travelogues, television 
programs and documentaries spent considerable 
pages and time on Jamaica and Jamaican culture. 
The result was a sharp increase of Japanese tourists 
visiting Jamaica: from a mere 29 in 1980 to 11.534 
in 1995 (Sterling 2006, 9). Attracted by a booming 
market, foreign reggae stars started to come to Japan 
again. Concerts quickly sold out, with albums like 
Maxi Priest’s Bonafide (1990) and Shinehead’s Sidewalk 
University (1992) selling over 500.000 copies (Dreisinger 
2002). 

The spectacular reggae boom did not last. As a new 
century dawned and the world looked forward to the 
year 2000, interest in reggae waned in Japan. Tachyon 
and Reggae Magazine went out of business in 1997 and 
many other small businesses followed. Roots reggae 
music and early dancehall had lost their mainstream 
appeal. The all-important media turned their backs, 
looking for the next big thing. As it would turn out 
in the early 2000s, that next big thing was again 
dancehall, this time in the form and shape of Japanese 
sound systems and dancehall queens. 

The Age of Dancehall

The first generation of Japanese fans had come to 
know reggae music as roots reggae. In the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, a younger generation got to know 
reggae music as dancehall. Dancehall grew from the 
tree of reggae, but is a distinctive branch on its own. 
Following the fastened pace of life and the digital 
revolution, dancehall reggae is faster. It’s beat is the 
product of a computer rather than music instruments, 
the lyrics are often crude and about sex and violence. 
As Marvin D. Sterling summarizes, “many Jamaican 
social commentators see dancehall, with its materialist, 
erotic aesthetic, as lacking the dignity and spiritual 
uplift of roots reggae, its predecessor. But as was the 
case with roots reggae at one time, dancehall’s status 
as ‘vulgar’ black ghetto music has not stopped it from 
becoming a commercial force within, nor hindered its 
expansion well beyond, the island” (Sterling 2010, 8).

By the late 1990s, reggae dancehall had taken over the 
Japanese reggae scene. MCs took the stage to select 
and introduce tracks and excite the audience, while 
DJs rapped and sang over the musical tracks. Scantly 
and extravagantly dressed female dancers known as 
‘donnettes’ completed the picture. At the turn of 
the century, dancehall exploded onto the Japanese 
mainstream music scene after unexpected successes of 
Japanese performers abroad. The sound system Mighty 
Crown had already built up a reputation in Japan by 
playing for large crowds, when they traveled to New 
York in 1999 to participate in the World Clash, the 
most prestigious sound system contest in the world. 
Although it had always been dominated by Jamaicans, 
Mighty Crown won. That same year, Japanese sound 
system Judgement won another international sound 
system contest. And in 2002, Junko Kudo followed by 
unexpectedly winning Jamaica’s National Dancehall 
Queen dancing competition in Montego Bay. 

“At the turn of the century, 
dancehall exploded onto the 

Japanese mainstream music scene 
after unexpected successes of 
Japanese performers abroad”

Representing Japan and becoming big names in the 
international scene, these victories did much to raise 
the profile of dancehall in Japan. Mighty Crown and 
Junko Kudo became celebrities in Japan as the media 
became once again interested. According to Marvin D. 
Sterling, the successes of Mighty Crown and Junko Kudo 
in international competitions helped to ‘legitimize’ 
Japanese dancehall reggae internationally as well as 
in Japan itself. As Sterling remarks, “the upsurge of 
interest in reggae following these victories is not just 
about love for reggae, but also about the possibilities of 
Japanese accomplishment on the international stage” 
(Sterling 2010, 15). Japanese reggae and dancehall, 
commonly called J-Reggae, had suddenly proved 
themselves worthy of being part of the international 
reggae and dancehall scene. 



www.mh1986.com  •  31

Around the turn of the century, the digital revolution 
made it possible for Japanese fans to get rapid access 
to Jamaican music and stay up-to-date with the newest 
trends, artists and songs. The magazines which had 
disappeared years earlier were now replaced by the 
internet, which allowed the music and entertainment 
industries to reach wider markets and larger audiences 
than ever before. These technological developments 
contributed to what geographer David Harvey has 
called a ‘time-space compression’: the distance in 
time and space between the Japanese, Jamaican and 
international dancehall and reggae scene became 
smaller and disappeared. This helped to make the 
Japanese dancehall scene grow even further (Condry 
2001a, 225, 230).

Dancehall artists from all over Japan rapidly gained 
recognition, performing in Tokyo in big clubs like Club 
Asia and Amate-Raxi and signing with major record 
labels Sony and Avex. The Tokyo scene skyrocketed as 
tickets for dancehall reggae club nights, held almost 
every night, rapidly sold out. Mighty Crown had 
founded the Yokohama Reggae Sai festival in 1995 
at a club with a capacity of 150 visitors. Eleven years 
later, in 2006, 35.000 tickets were sold out in less than 
an hour, making Yokohama Reggae Sai the biggest 
and most important event in Japan’s reggae calendar. 
As Marvin D. Sterling correctly observes, “dancehall 
reggae in Japan has not only achieved a boomlike glory 
equaling that of its roots predecessor in the 1990s: in 
many ways, remarkably, it has exceeded this popularity, 
as measured by record sales and concert attendance” 
(Sterling 2010, 15).

Dancehall is in the twentyfirst century the most popular 
style of reggae in Japan, while roots reggae has become 
a subculture. The reggae scene as a whole expanded 
so much that Japan, after Jamaica, became the second 
biggest reggae market in the world. Pushed by the 
Japanese media as ‘cool’, dancehall reggae became a 
multi-billion yen industry, making it a shining example 
of what music scholar Ian Condry describes as, “a 
transnational style pushed by Japanese entertainment 
and fashion industries and pulled by Japanese youth 
eager for the latest trends while circulated by a wide 
range of Japanese media” (Condry 2001b, 372-373). 

MIGHTY 
CROWN
Hailing from Yokohama, the centre of 
Japan’s reggae scene, Mighty Crown has 
been one of the main drivers behind 
the success of dancehall reggae in 
Japan. With their victories in sound 
clashes abroad, they put Japan on the 
international dancehall map and fueled 
interest in the music and culture at 
home. For many young fans, Mighty 
Crown is more than a reggae dancehall 
act. Mighty Crown is reggae. 

“He really inspired us - 
it’s big music with a 

big message”

Journalist Baz Dreisinger notes that 
many dancehall fans in Japan are not 
or hardly interested in the heritage of 
their favorite music -- dancehall having 
developed out of roots reggae. Yet, Sami 
T of Mighty Crown says that without 
Bob Marley, there would have been 
no Mighty Crown. “He really inspired 
us - it’s big music with a big message”. 
Despite the apparent disconnect and 
disinterest among Japanese dancehall 
aficionados, Mighty Crown pays 
homage to roots reggae during shows 
and tries to educate fans about reggae 
history and culture (Dreisinger 2002, 
134, 136). In the digital dancehall scene 
of the twentyfirst century, Mighty 
Crown is big in Japan, but the group 
also helps to generate attention to the 
roots of the music.
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Besides financial success, J-Reggae has matured to the 
point where Japanese acts like Mighty Crown receive 
much, if not more, respect internationally than their 
Jamaican colleagues. Japanese artists freely borrow 
riddims from Jamaican dancehall, but the message 
does not merely mimic its Jamaican counterpart. 
Lyrics are in Japanese (although some use Jamaican 
patwa) and relevant in a Japanese context. Most DJs 
and singers refrain for example from singing about 
life in the (in Japan virtually non-existent) ghetto. 
It is this adaptation to a day-to-day world that is 
distinctly Japanese that has greatly helped to increase 
the acceptance and popularity of dancehall reggae 
among new generations of Japanese reggae fans.

“Dancehall is in the twentyfirst 
century the most popular style of 

reggae in Japan, while roots reggae 
has become a subculture”

Roots and Branches

The history of reggae in Japan can be roughly divided 
into three different, yet overlapping, phases. In the early 
1970s to the mid 1980s, roots reggae was introduced in 
Japan via The Harder They Come, the worldwide appeal 
and visits of stars Bob Marley and Jimmy Cliff, and 
major reggae festivals with Jamaican reggae stars. In 
the second phase, starting in the early 1980s, Japanese 
artists like Nahki and Rankin’ Taxi emerged, visiting 
Jamaica and emulating Jamaican reggae by singing 
and rapping in a mixture of Japanese, English and 
Jamaican patwa. The third phase is characterized 
by innovation and new creative directions. Japanese 
artists start singing in Japanese about themes relevant 
in the Japanese context and create new reggae sounds, 
known as J-Reggae. Like hip-hop acts and jazz players 
before them, Japanese reggae artists in this last phase 
began to express “native pride through appropriated 
and transformed non-native music that originated in 
black culture” (Dreisinger 2002, 138). In other words, 
they made reggae and dancehall into something new. 
Something Japanese. 

Since being planted in Jamaica in the 1960s, the reggae 
tree has grown bigger with many new branches, leading 
in Japan to a diverse reggae scene. Marvin D. Sterling 
distinguishes four reggae styles in Japan, all part of 
a “continuum of Jamaican identified subcultures”. 
Besides roots reggae and dancehall, there are the 
instrumental remixes called ‘dub’, and ‘neo-reggae’, 
which connects reggae via creative instrumentation 
to other music styles such as pop, rock, jazz, and 
traditional Japanese music like enka. 

Interestingly, each of these reggae subcultures tends 
to represent itself as distinctly different from the 
others. Dancehall aficionados for example tend to 
condemn roots reggae and to a lesser extent dub fans 
for wearing dreadlocks and consuming marijuana, 
which is deemed by these dancehall fans as the sole 
prerogative of Jamaican Rastafarians. Roots reggae and 
dub fans in turn condemn the dancehall crowd for the 
violence, materialism and homophobia in dancehall 
lyrics (Sterling 2006, 10-11). “The majority of young, 
urban dancehall fans from such cities as Yokohama, 
Tokyo, and Osaka, though able to appreciate the 
kinship between roots and dancehall, have comparative 
difficulty connecting with the former”, Sterling writes 
in his book about the roots reggae and dancehall 
subscenes. “While in rural areas, where much of 
the postboom roots scene is now to be found, roots’ 
naturalistic vibe has followers, young and old, who see 
dancehall as nothing but grating noise and chatter” 
(Sterling 2010, 13). There might be different branches 
and subcultures who do not always see eye to eye, but 
one thing is sure: the reggae tree clearly still grows and 
thrives in Japan.

“The reggae tree still grows 
and thrives in Japan”
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Roots & Culture

The festive vibes of reggae and 
its historical roots in dancehalls 
and sound systems in Kingston 
somewhat resemble the 

atmosphere found at local Japanese religious Shinto 
festivals. According to former Tower Records Japan CEO 
Keith Cahoon, the peaceful feeling of roots reggae and 
its natural vibe are quite compatible with Shintoism. 
Moreover, elaborate public processions with music 
and dance are common elements of so-called matsuri 
festivals. “In Japan we have matsuri festival, with 
big drums going boom boom”, one dub plate store 
employee in Yokohama explains to BBC’s Seani B. 
“The sound of that drum is connected to this Jamaican 
reggae music”. 

Sachiyo Morimoto, author of the book Gender and 
Sexuality in Jamaica, adds that some of Japan’s traditional 
music, with its emphasis on drums, is echoed by the 
heavy baseline and bass drum patterns of Jamaican 
dancehall sound. The nyabinghi drums used at 
Rastafarian groundation (holy day) ceremonies culture 
moreover resemble the sound of Japan’s traditional 
taiko drums.

More similarities are found at Obon, the festival where, 
following Japanese Buddhist customs, deceased spirits 
of ancestors are honoured. This festival traditionally 
features a dance called Bon-Odori which, according to 

REGGAE
EXPERIENCE

Japan and Jamaica are on 
different sides of the planet, 
separated by more than 12.000 
kilometers of ocean and land. 

The two island nations share 
few if any historical, cultural 
or musical links. Few Jamaicans 
live in Japan. The Rastafarian 
beliefs seem to fall on deaf 
ears in a country where the 
minority that identifies with 
a organized religion, does so 
with Buddhism. 

Why and how does reggae in all 
its forms and shapes grab the 
attention of the Japanese? 
Looking beyond the surface, 
there are interesting links and 
angles that help to explain 
reggae’s enduring appeal in 
Japan.

1.
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Keith Cahoon, has some resemblance to skanking, the 
dance style associated with reggae and particularly ska 
music. Sachiyo Morimoto thinks that the bon dances 
are also similar to the Jamaican outdoor dancehall 
culture. “Even though the bon dances are only held 
during the summer time as a special event and there 
are fewer occasions than dancehall in Jamaica, both 
are free outdoor community events where everybody 
from the young to the old can participate in”, says 
Morimoto. “And anybody can sing at a microphone, 
if he/she wants to. Traditional songs, original songs 
or anything. It is basically a site we socialize with 
neighbours from the same community, but visiters 
are also welcome. We just go and dance and drink! We 
relieve our everyday stress and enjoy. So I assume that 
the concept of Jamaican dancehall has never been so 
foreign to Japanese, because we have had ‘bon dance’ 
culture for a long long time” (Murphy 2009). 

Black music as rebellion

The introduction and reception 
of Jamaican roots reggae in Japan 
in the 1970s followed the same 

pattern as the introduction of hip-hop ten years later. 
Both reggae and hip-hop came to Japan from abroad 
and, more importantly, have their origins in black 
history and culture. Whereas reggae developed out of 
ska and rocksteady and expressed the experiences and 
struggles of poor and underprivileged black Jamaicans, 
the roots of hip-hop lie in urban America, born from 
the challenges faced by blacks in the ghettos of the 
United States (Condry 2000, 167-168). 

Japan has a long history of adopting black music, 
from jazz in the 1950s to folk in the 1960s, rock in 
the early 1970s and reggae, dancehall and hip-hop in 
more recent times. Being ‘into black culture’ is often 
regarded as a way of standing out or even rebelling 
against a Japanese upbringing and surroundings. 
Japan-based expat Ricardo Arthur shares this view. 
“Over time, I realized for Japanese youth, being into 
black culture is a form of rebellion, and therein lay 
the attraction. Young people like to be different in one 
way or another and stand out as individuals. Hard to 
do in a country where conformity is encouraged. Live 
the same, think the same, look the same, be the same”. 

“Being into black culture is a form 
of rebellion. Young people like to be 
different in one way or another and 

stand out as individuals. Hard to 
do in a country where conformity is 

encouraged”

Arthur’s observations are seconded by John G. Russell, 
a scholar who did research in the early 1990s on 
the representation of blackness in Japan. “With the 
Vietnam War, the rise of counterculture and the influx 
of black music and culture, disaffected Japanese youth 
came to see the African American as a counter to the 
values of the Japanese establishment”, Russell writes 
in his essay, describing the historic perception of black 
culture and music as an alternative to the Japanese 
mainstream. The result was that, “the black Other was 
adopted as a symbol of defiance, forbidden fruit, and 
their own alienation from the Japanese mainstream” 
(Russell 1991, 20-21). Black culture and musical 
expressions such as reggae, dancehall, and hip-hop 
have thus seemingly become popular and fashionable 
in Japan as alternatives way of life and expressions and 
symbols of rebellion against the mainstream.

Babylon-East

Roots reggae emerged in Jamaica 
as the voice of the poor and 
oppressed lower black classes and 

as a reflection of the disillusionment and despair that 
followed in the years after independence in 1962. 
In tandem with Rastafari, roots reggae denounces 
‘Babylon’. Babylon denotes the materialistic, capitalist 
world. Babylon is repressive regimes and the ruthless 
exploitation of the earth. Babylon is the source of 
oppression in past (slavery) and present. Babylon is also 
politicians who practice deception and manipulation 
with their ‘politricks’. 
 
Babylon, in short, stands for anything that is deemed 
to go against nature and the teachings and beliefs of 

2.
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Jah Rastafari – in the past, present and future. Within 
the reggae/Rastafari worldview and terminology, 
Japan can be seen as ‘Babylon East’. Marvin D. Sterling 
argues that Japan, like Jamaica, is essentially part of 
‘Babylon’, a “world dominated by the West”, which 
includes the Japanese adoption of “Western ways of 
thinking”. Thus, writes Sterling, “when the Japanese 
reggae musician Sawa lyrically describes himself as 
a ‘raggamuffin inna Tokyo City / ragamuffin inna 
Babylon City’, […] he invokes a sense of himself as a 
rebel, rejecting life in an exploitative, soul-crushing, 
Japanese city that is as Babylonian as anywhere else” 
(Sterling 2010, 6). The concrete jungle of Tokyo thus 
becomes Babylon-East. 

Babylon-East is also Japan Inc., Japan’s corporate 
world and in a broader sense the long-stagnating 
Japanese economy. Music critic and scholar Nobutoshi 
Nakagawa about the appeal of Bob Marley and reggae 
to young Japanese in this context:

“Japanese people cannot relate to nor advocate Pan-
Africanism and Rastafarianism, as Marley did. Marley 
becomes most persuasive for us Japanese when he 
sings songs like ‘Them Belly Full (But We Hungry)’. 
People who feel rejected by the big system are turning 
to Marley. His message may make even an bigger 
impact in Japan if the Japanese society continues 
to create a class of poor young people who feel 
neglected. Young Japanese people are put in situations 
where their future economic security is no longer 
guaranteed, unlike their parents who enjoyed relative 
social and economic stability as the Japanese economy 
grew” (Joe 2005). 

“The concrete jungle of Tokyo 
becomes Babylon-East”

Struggling to shape their lives and having feelings 
of dissatisfaction and frustration with life in Japan 
certainly seems to put some youth onto reggae music. 
For them, emancipating oneself from mental or 
economic slavery through reggae music seems a good 
alternative to bowing to ‘the system’. 

“We in Japan are slaves too. We have economical 
slavery. By travelling to Jamaica and learning from 
the Rastas we discovered what was real – not the 
covered story in Japan where everybody is so rich 
they waste things”, a young reggae fan told music 
writer Blake More in the 1990s, after the collapse 
of Japan’s economic bubble, illustrating the desire 
to ‘step outta Babylon’. As one astute commentator 
remarks, Bob Marley continues to inspire many as his 
words and music have been embraced by Japanese 
with different predicaments but similar feelings. The 
restructuring of corporate Japan in the 1980s and 
1990s and the stagnating  Japanese economy ever 
since were obviously no source of inspiration for the 
music and messages of Marley, but his call to get up 
and stand up and be free against the establishment 
continues to appeal to youthful Japanese growing up 
in Japan’s new economy (Joe 2005).

Minorities

Reggae and dancehall in Japan 
seem to particularly appeal to 
minority groups. Many performers 

have a non-Japanese or mixed background. The two 
brothers forming the core of Mighty Crown are of 
Chinese heritage, while well-known female reggae 
singer Pushim is of Korean decent. According to 
Marvin D. Sterling, Japanese practitioners of reggae 
often identify with reggae out of a shared sense of 
‘blackness’ or ‘otherness’. Japanese scholar Noriko 
Manabe argues that the experience of being a minority 
in Japan perhaps leads performers to gravitate more 
towards reggae, with its reputation of being anti-
establishment, rather than other music styles which 
are more part of mainstream society and culture.

4.
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“My music will go on forever. Maybe 
it’s a fool say that, but when me know 
facts me can say facts. My music will 
go on forever”



Marley live on stage © 
Eddie Mallin ‘Monosnaps’ 1980
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The story of reggae in Japan – from Jamaican import to 
homegrown phenomenon – supports the notion of Ian 
Condry that, “although popular music travels on the winds 
of global capitalism, it ultimately burns or dies out if it is 
not supplied by local fuel” (Condry 2001a, 222).

Reggae was first brought to Japan by The Harder They Come 
and the likes of Bob Marley and Jimmy Cliff, but it endured 
on the Japanese islands through a process of adoption, 
adaptation, and localization within a Japanese context. 
J-Reggae and dancehall became popular and eventually 
found success and acclaim abroad, thus reconnecting 
with and becoming part of the international reggae and 
dancehall community. 

Back in April 1979, Bob Marley and The Wailers played an 
important role in popularizing reggae in Japan. Many years 
after his untimely death, Marley remains the foremost 
icon of reggae music, his music and messages timeless. He 
continues to inspire and uplift millions of people around 
the world, also in Japan. It is exactly as Marley stated 
himself in 1975: “My music will go on forever. Maybe it’s a 
fool say that, but when me know facts me can say facts. My 
music will go on forever.” 

AFTERWORD
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“Reggae music is a music created by Rasta people, and it carry earth force, 
people rhythm… it is a rhythm of working people, movement, a music of 

the masses, seen?” 
Bob Marley

“Reggae music is the root of all music. The only music with life, the only 
music that wake up the slumbering mentality and bring people in reality. 
The only music that flashes lightning and rolling thunder and make the 

earth quake. The only music that speak of Jah Rastafari” 
Peter Tosh

“To millions the world over, reggae is more than a music. It gives voice to 
their cultural aspirations, and is a lifestyle, a mindset, even a philosophy” 

O’Brien Chang & Chen


