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Tokyo  i s  a  haven  for  jazz  lovers  and 
boasts  l i ve  venues  and jazz  cafés 
that  r i va l  h i stor i ca l  cent res  in  the 
US . The  c i ty  has  a  thr i v ing  l i ve 
mus ic  scene, a  c lutch  of  wor ld-c lass 
jazz  schools  and an  army of  eager 
mus ic ians  keen  for  the  rest  of  the 
wor ld  to  d i scover  the i r  pass ion . 

Akashi Masao, 
musician and 
teacher at Tokyo’s 
Senzoku University, 
says Japan is 
experience a new 
golden era of jazz

o experience Tokyo’s authentic jazz scene, you 
need to steer clear of known venues like the 
Blue Note or the Cotton Club. Instead, lose 
yourself in the neon wilderness of the city, 
look for bars, cafés, shops and clubs, quite 
often so nondescript that they’re hard to spot. 

You’ll need patience as the language here can be 
alienating to most outsiders, but rest assured, 
gratification is guaranteed if you persist. 

Tokyo’s real jazz scene is in these little shrines 
to music. These venues – hidden amidst the 
concrete jungles, tucked away near noodle bars – 
are uniquely charming and richly atmospheric. In 
Japan, jazz can be the ideal music accompaniment 
to any kind of activity – you can listen to jazz at 
fast-food diners, hotel receptions and in fashion 
boutiques, but it’s in the kissaten that the spirit of 
jazz really soars. 

Kissaten are jazz cafés that mushroomed in the 
Fifties and spread right through to the Seventies 
across Tokyo. These cafés attracted jazz aficionados 

Marta Ghelma.             Bruno Zanzottera/Parallelozero



26 alphamagazine.ae 27alphamagazine.aeJuly -August 2015 July -August 2015

who were drawn by the opportunity to listen to 
newly imported albums that, at the time, were too 
expensive to buy. In his book Post War Jazz Culture 
in Japan, author Mike Molasky mentions that it 
was in these cafés that the Japanese discovered 
jazz through the scores of French New Wave films. 
At its peak, Japan had more than 600 such cafés, 
mostly in Tokyo and Kyoto.

okyo is a big destination for jazz lovers 
from all over the planet. Aficionados can 
count on a terrific choice of live 
performances in bars, cafés and clubs, 
enough in number to rival historical jazz 

paradises like New York City and New Orleans. 
A word of caution here – to avoid disappointing 
gigs and excessive markups, it’s best to check the 
right sources of information first. A good place to 
begin is www.tokyojazzsite.com.

The venues themselves often reflect the 
owner’s taste and personality. You just have to 
let yourself go, and follow the improvisations of 
famous or not-so-famous bands that perform every 
night. “I’ve been playing here in Tokyo for three 
years now and I’m still amazed by the number 
and the quality of musicians Tokyo can produce,” 
says Riccardo Lovatto, an Italian jazz guitarist. 
“The school where I teach (The American Guitar 
Academy in Roppongi) is constantly growing, and 
the same can be said of the prestigious Senzoku 
Gakuen College of Music, where every year, 
130 new students start their courses supported by 
600 alumni and a team of 40 known jazz musicians 
at the peak of their careers.”

Lovatto and acclaimed Argentinian singer 
Delfina Oliver are among the many foreign 
artists who ply their trade in Tokyo, adding an 
international allure to the jazz clubs of top 
luxury hotels like The Hyatt and The Mandarin. 
“The Wolf Gang 4et, the Italian ensemble I played 
with during my recent tour between Tokyo and 

Veteran singer Eri Ohno 
at the Ob Sounds club 
says that Tokyo ‘has never 
been this vibrant’ 

Shibuya is bustling with jazz venues

P o s t - w a r  To k y o  d i s c o v e r e d 
j a z z  t h r o u g h  t h e  s c o r e s  o f 
F r e n c h  N e w  W a v e  f i l m s .

Cocochi-kit performs at Ueno Park
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Kyoto, received an overwhelmingly warm 
welcome,” says Lovatto. “The different language 
and the typical discretion of the Japanese culture 
may bring some difficulties, at the beginning. But 
jazz always knows how to break barriers.” 

Lovatto’s mentor is the internationally 
renowned guitarist Satoshi Inoue, who after 
21 years in New York City and having shared 
the stage with legends like Jim Hall, moved back 
to Tokyo to spread his knowledge here. “I give 
private lessons and then teach at the bf Jazz School, 
at the Kunitachi College of Music and at the Keio 
Media Design. To my students I say that jazz, by 
forcing you to create a unique language, has the 
great power to thin the barriers and to make them 
more free,” says Inoue.

The audience of his last performance, a bossa 
nova gig played with trombonist Yu Uesugi at the 
Apple Piano Bar in Yokohama, is mainly composed 
of businessmen looking for a break from the 
stress of their jobs. “Tokyo audience competence is 
growing, they’re more and more careful about how 
they spend the little free time they have,” he says. 

nd it’s not just these musicians who 
are feeling Tokyo’s love for jazz 
now. Music retailers are now filling 
their shelves with jazz records, 
keeping up with ever-increasing 
demand from aficionados 

and collectors. If you are keen on exploring 
some of these stores in Shinjuku, Shibuya and 
Ikebukuro districts, check out Warehouse, Disk 
Union, RECOfan and Coconuts Disk. There are 
extemporary gigs from young bands in Ueno Park, 
international artists headlining hot venues, jazz 
bars and cafés jammed with people in the Golden 
Gai district, all adding to the vibrant jazz scene.

“After I turned 60 and with 12 albums behind 
me, I’m discovering a new artistic vitality. All 
thanks to the new talents now growing,” says 
singer Eri Ohno. She shares the stage at the 

Guitarist Satoshi Inoue returned to his homeland after a long and 
successful stint in New York City. He’s noticed that Tokyo’s jazz lovers 
have become more discerning

Double bassist Motoi 
Kanamori says his visiting 
American friends are often 
surprised by the passion  
they encounter on stage

One of the many small jazz 
clubs of Golden Gai in 
Tokyo’s Shinjuku district

Italian Riccardo Lovatto teaches at the guitar academy by day and plays the 
Tokyo jazz circuit by night



30 alphamagazine.ae 31alphamagazine.aeJuly -August 2015 July -August 2015

Akira Tanidono 
enthrals the crowds at 

B flat jazz club 

Scores of small clubs 
in Golden Gai district  
host business people 
who view jazz as a 
form of stress relief

Obsounds in Setagaya with Hisatsugu Suzuki on 
the saxophone and the rising pianist Yuya Wakai. 
“I’ve studied classical music since I was a kid,” 
says Wakai, “and after a flash of inspiration… I 
started to play piano again, growing fond of jazz 
music. Now I play gigs mostly in Japan, Taiwan 
and South Korea, and compose music for movie 
soundtracks and commercials. To all the musicians 
at the start of their career, Japanese or from abroad, 
I’d say this is the right place and time to show their 
talent. Tokyo has never been this vibrant, in my 
opinion.”

akai’s claim is supported by a visit 
to the Senzoku Gakuen University 
during the rehearsals for the year-
end exhibition. Professor Akashi 
Masao is examining his students, 

and is clearly happy with the levels of enthusiasm 
for what he calls “the new golden era for jazz in 
Japan”. In fact, jazz existed in Japan even before the 
Second World War. It experienced a renaissance in 
post-war Japan after initially being considered “the 
music of the enemy”, with big names like singer 
Toshiko Akiyoshi and multi-instrumentalist Sadao 
Watanabe gaining worldwide acclaim. 

A promising trio from the university, Saki 
Ozawa (piano), Shota Oyama (bass) and Takuya 
Miyawaki (drums), look at their future with great 
optimism. “Music is such an important part of 
our lives. We’re here to learn a profession and show 
the world that good jazz doesn’t come just from the 
United States,” says Ozawa. 

Bass player Motoi Kanamori – best known 
for being part of B flat, a popular underground 
club in Akasaka, north of Roppongi – agrees, 
“My American friends are often surprised by the 
passion you see here on and off stage. What’s 
created every night in venues of excellence, such 
as Sometime and Naru jazz clubs, is a world apart 
from anywhere else. When talking about Japan 
you should never forget that, even if quite big, it’s 
always an island,” says Kanamori. 

The 14th edition of the Tokyo Jazz Festival is 
on from September 4 to 6. Find more information 
at www.tokyo-jazz.com.

J a z z  e x p e r i e n c e d  a 
r e n a i s s a n c e  i n  p o s t - w a r 
J a p a n  a f t e r  i n i t i a l l y  b e i n g 
c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  m u s i c 
o f  t h e  e n e m y. 

Premier jazz club B flat in Akasaka 
displays the signatures of performers 
who have graced its stage


