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Suye OGURA—a “Kobe College-educated” Pianist

TSUGAMI Motomi

Abstract

Pianist Suye OGURA (1891-1944) was an alumna of Kobe College and a star pianist in Taisho and
early Showa Japan. This paper examines three comments on her, one from 1923 by Charlotte B. De
Forest and two others by Kosaku YAMADA in 1923 and 1951.

In her 1923 book The Woman and the Leaven in Japan, Charlotte B. De Forest wrote affirmative
comments on Japanese female musicians, Hisa KUNO, OGURA, and Tamaki MIURA. OGURA was
‘fascinating her audience by her touches’ clearness and correctness, and further by her performance
with thorough understandings of the composers’ intentions'.

On the other hand, in an article dated 30 January 1923, Kosaku YAMADA criticized pianists KUNO
and OGURA severely, claiming that women are far weaker than men, and that, if a woman conquers
this handicap, she loses her merits as a woman. He evaluated OGURA higher than KUNO, seeing her
as ‘stepping up nearer to the crux of the arts’, but still commenting that ‘Miss OGURA seems to restrict
her precious feelings as woman too much’.

Later, in his 1951 book Rhapsody of My Young Days, YAMADA wrote about his study in Berlin Music
School that ‘Ogura had no problem with the language because she had a German sister-in-law, but she
could not receive kind treatment from Professor Barth at first, seemingly because she was educated at
Kobe College, in contrast to HATTORI who was welcomed to Barth’s class immediately’.

However, all the articles and writings between 1912 and 1916, the period of OGURA’s living abroad,
reveal only favorable treatment by Barth for OGURA and HATTORI's dropping out from his studies in
Berlin.

YAMADA may have been clever to make use of the prejudice of his readers: HATTORI, a male
educated at the national Tokyo Music School in the capital, should be superior to OGURA, a female
educated at Kobe College, a private girls school in a western province.

YAMADA's writings may have contributed to OGURA’s oblivion after her death, so it is important to
clarify the facts related to this pianist.
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‘One thing, Mrs. Ogura told me, was especially interesting. O Sue San’s teacher in Germany
told her that many pupils had to begin all over again when they come to him because they had
been taught wrong, but that she had nothing to unlearn, she had had good teachers all the way

along’
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