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Memories of EP-4 etched into the unearthed tapes-a personal take on the landscape surrounding EP-4

Introduction

Most people in their teens discover an artist or artists who greatly influences their later lives. For baby boomers
this would be the Beatles, and for many of those in their early 40s (like this writer), this would be YMO (Yellow
Magic Orchestra).

For the latter, who belonged to the techno pop/new wave generation, EP-4 exuded an aura that was quite distinct
from other artists that emerged during the new wave movement of the 80s. Specifically, the band exuded the sort
of danger that implied that, unless careful, the listener could find oneself on the path of no return (the
“anti-social” path). This essay is an attempt to describe what EP-4 meant to me, a member of this EP-4 generation.
T ask readers for their understanding, as much of the essay will include my personal memories of those days.

My encounter with EP-4, and the arrival of the 5-21 stickers

During the 1980s, when no one even dreamt of music being easily accessed over the Internet, I discovered EP-4
through articles and photos in subculture magazines such as Takarajima and music magazines that featured
Japanese independent bands. At the time I was a fan of YMO, and wore a “techno-cut” hairstyle. I was madly
searching for any information related to YMO and the music scene at the time. I had already become aware of
EP-4 as the band that Ryuichi Sakamoto performed with at an event titled "Urban Synchronity”. I was also aware
of the fact that EP-4’s leader Kaoru Sato had participated in Sakamoto’s solo album Lefi-Handed Dream (1981)
playing violin, and of his involvement in Tako’s album, on which Sakamoto also performed. At that stage,
however, EP-4 hadn’t released any albums, while it wasn’t easy for me, who lived on the outskirts of Saitama
Prefecture (a town so remote that Gunma Prefecture lay on the other side of the Tone River), to see them perform
in the city. Despite this, EP-4 got under my skin after seeing photos of Kaoru Sato in magazines and sensing his
charismatic aura which was distinct from the aura exuded by any of the other artists associated with YMO.

One day, in 1983, I was, as usual, avidly reading the newest issue of Takarajima when I came across an article that
piqued my interest. EP-4 had apparently launched something titled the “5-21 Project”, and mysterious stickers
featuring the text “EP-4 5-21” were appearing, guerrilla style, in major Japanese cities including Kyoto, Osaka and
Tokyo.

I sensed that this initiative represented something much more significant than a promotional campaign, and so I
summoned the courage to write to the band, sending my letter to Stack Orientation, which was the contact for
EP-4 provided at the end of the article. (I later found out that this was not just an office but a planning and
production company). I asked them to send me some stickers as I was interested in EP-4, and included some
stamps with the letter.

Several days later, I arrived home from school, looked inside the letterbox. Much to my surprise, there was an
envelope from Stack Orientation. The envelope contained several dozen sheets of the 5:21 stickers, both the silver
and the transparent versions. Stack Orientation had also replied to my letter, informing me that they had a lot
more stickers and to send some more stamps if I wanted more.

I immediately began putting the stickers up on the way to school, at school, and at the library. In retrospect,
however, this was a purely indulgent exercise on my part. In no way was I participating in this project that
reflected Stack Orientation’s level of social awareness. Despite this, they had bothered to send these stickers to a
mere high school student living in a remote regional area. No matter how much of a fan I was, from the perspective
of the band, I was just another fan amongst thousands — a single grain of sand on the beach, a single star in the
sky, and yet EP-4 had recognize this grain of sand and enabled me to become involved at the fringes of their
campaign. Although the 521 stickers represented a musically and socially significant event, it also represented a
personal milestone for me. As these stickers were being put up throughout the streets of Japan, I'm sure that my
eyes were glittering in exactly the same way as the eyes of proselytizing young members of a right-wing
organization or religious cult. Being innocent also means being vulnerable and easily brainwashed. I'm just
relieved that I was a follower of EP-4 rather than a member of a specific political organization or religious cult.

‘The first time that I actually heard EP-4s music was in September 1983, several months after the turmoil
surrounding 5-21. I'd bought, at a local record store, a copy of the album Linga Franca-1 released on the Nippon
Columbia label. I found the album, with the replacement Showa Taisha (Showa Emperor’s Amnesty) cover, on the
shelf of the small record store, the walls of which were covered with enka (Japanese popular music) and pop idol
posters. The album cover featured a photograph by Shinya Fujiwara which at first glance appeared to be of an
ordinary house. I later discovered that in fact it was the house where Nobuya Ichiryu, a student making his second
attempt at entering university, had murdered both his parents with a metal baseball bat. The album cover suddenly
took on an ominous tone (also because it reflected the state of my mind at the time as I led a fairly depressing
student life) and represented an extreme act of terrorism that seemed to threaten my normally peaceful everyday

life.

Later another envelope arrived from Stack Orientation containing more information about EP-4. I have happy
memories of buying Lingua Franca-X at Yurina Records in Shin-Kyogoku in Kyoto on a school excursion after
seeing the album advertised on the enclosed flyer. T also picked up a free newsletter at the record store, titled 3-B
Tsushin, issued by Stack Orientation! Another time I was surprised by the sudden arrival, from New York, of an
EP-4 postcard (featuring the band’s new logo inspired by the traditional Japanese family emblem).

Various academic analyses of EP-4’s activities are possible today. EP-4 may have adopted the format of a band, but
it is much more than just a group of musicians. If anything, it is an organization of street revolutionaries exuding
a dangerous aura more typical of a political organization or secret society. Indeed, anyone could participate in
their activities (that is, join the movement).

The streets that had once been covered with the EP-4 symbol have become sanitized by an unaware and collective
restraint, transforming the streets into uniformity and monotony. That’s why this writer wants EP-4 to come
back. I want that dangerous poison to be scattered throughout the homogenous and precise control mechanism
in which everything has been revealed, and nothing lies hidden anymore. This is what EP-4’s chosen youths (that
is, you), who had once gone around putting up the 5-21 stickers, must do today.

The EP-4 trajectory

I must apologize. I've written far too much about my personal memories. I shall now focus on providing more
objective information about EP-4.

EP-4 was formed in March 1980. It all began when Kaoru Sato, founder of new wave disco Club Modern, formed
a four piece (voice, guitar, bass and drums) “play band” of club DJs and employees to perform at an event. In the
audience was Soh Suzuki (now Soshi Suzuki) who is now a writer, French literature specialist and translator. EP-4
was formally launched when Suzuki joined the band as the keyboard player. The band then underwent subsequent
member changes and by May 1982 EP-4 had become a tight band comprised of the following six members.

Kaoru Sato: Voice

Tatsuo Kohki: Guitar

Koh Sakuma: Bass

Tohru Sanjo: Drums

Yung Tsubotaj: Percussion
Kawashima Banana: Keyboard

As previously mentioned, Ryuichi Sakamoto joined EP-4 on keyboards at the legendary event “Urban
Synchronity” (held on 9 November 1981 at the Kyoto Kaikan Concert Hall’s annex), held during a period of
inactivity that followed Soh Suzuki leaving, and Kawashima Banana joining, the band. It is an example of EP-4’s
unique and groundbreaking initiatives in Japan’s street rock scene (the setting for Japanese street culture),
underpinned by a postmodern perspective that transcended the conventional conflict between the concepts of
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‘major” and “minor”.

In March 1983, EP-4 released, through Peyotl Koubou, the “official bootleg” cassette book Seifuku, Nikutai,
Fulkusei (Costume, Corps, Copy). On D-Day of the 521 Project, Multilevel Holarchy - a compilation of EP-4’s live
recordings from 1980 and 1983 featuring Kaoru Sato’s extreme editing - was released from Telegraph Records.
The studio album Lingua Franca-1, scheduled for release by Nippon Columbia, was postponed because of issues
surrounding the words Showa Hogyo (Demise of the Showa Emperor) on the album cover.

As far as the postponement of Lingua Franca-1 is concerned, according to reports at the time, the subtitle Showa
Hogyo contravened the guidelines of the Japan’s record censorship board. In actual fact, Sato had designed the
album cover without informing the record label’s A&R department of its content. Columbia essentially freaked
when they saw the subitltle Showa Hogyo gracing the cover which Sato showed them just before the scheduled date
of release. (This reaction, however, is quite understandable when one considers that Columbia was the first record
label established in Japan). As a result, Columbia decided to stop the release. Lingua Franca-1 was later released on
1 September with the new Showa Taisha cover. The original cover, which everyone thought would end up being
swept under the carpet, was eventually released by Peyotl Koubou on 25 September 1983 as an “album cover
book” titled Lingua Franca-X (accompanied by a 12 inch EP). This move revealed the contradiction of a product
that was voluntarily removed from the market by a record label because of potential censorship issues then being
able to be distributed through Japan’s book distribution network.

After this, EP-4’s activities took on an increasingly international tone. The band toured Europe and released 12
inch records from Belgian and Australian independent labels. Fans were surprised by the sudden release — from
Telegraph Records in December 1984 - of a 12 inch EP Found Tapes containing two tracks. This was followed by
the release of a 12 inch EP 7he Crystal Monster from the Wave label on 21 May 1985. The Wave label was formed
after a proposal by Kaoru Sato for a system that enabled records and information to be exchanged between
Japanese and overseas independent labels using Wave as the medium of exchange. Despite plans for a national and
international tour and for the recording of Lingua Franca-2 in London, the band’s inclusion in the compilation
album Kyoro Nights, released in 1987, marked the end of the band’s activities, and EP-4 suddenly disappeared from
the scene (although its members continued to pursue their individual careers), like a political offender who
suddenly vanishes.

The rediscovered tapes

Behind EP-4’s activities lay a consistent strategy of cultural and political activism. (Yoshitaka Mouri has written
about this in the liner notes for the Multilevel Holarchy CD, which listeners are urged to read). Out of all of EP-4’s
releases, however, the 12 inch EP Found Tapes, released from Telegraph Records in December 1985, is most
atypical of the band’s sound. It is arguably the only work to which EP-4’s situationist approach doesn’t apply.

The band happened to rediscover some tapes which had been recorded without any real plans for release. It was
decided to overdub and remix the tracks and release them as a single. This is the simple motive behind the release
of this record.

Most EP-4 fans, however, didn’t interpret this so simply.
“Play this 12 inch vinyl and hit the dance floor”

Fans thought that this was the message from Kaoru Sato. Indeed, many current club DJs and artists (such as
Nobukazu Takemura and Tomoyuki Tanaka of FPM) proclaim that they were fans of EP-4 during their youth.
EP-4’s music has been included in Japanese electronic and club jazz compilation CDs, and is seen as representing
the roots of trip hop (abstract hip hop) that took the world by storm during the 90s. In this way, EP-4’s ground
breaking sound is being reassessed in today’s club culture.

To mark the CD release of this record, two tracks from the rediscovered and unreleased tapes and a track from the
sonosheet version of 5:21 have been added as bonus tracks. The following are the tracks personally chosen by Saro.

1: Elementary Poem

An updated version of a song by female new wave group Grim Skip - EP-4’s “sister group” - produced as a karaoke
track for live performance. The members perform on instruments other than what they normally play, with the
addition of mellotron, paid by Banana. The abstract, borderless funk beat leaping through the dub-filled sound
space is infinitely mystical and totally druggy!

2: Five to One

What could be described as the theme song of the 521 Project. This track was born when Banana was playing with
the mellotron that he’d recently purchased, after which the band decided to add some other sounds. Featuring an
explosion of psycho new wave funk beats, this track most typifies EP-4’s sound.

3: Song of Shame!

4: Green Eyed Maureen

Two unreleased tracks and the showpiece of the CD, these are bonus rediscovered tracks which Sato selected from
the unearthed cassette tape/s. Incidentally, the Multilevel Holarchy CD is a remastering of the most exquisite
scratches and grooves from the band members' vinyl records.

The lyrics of Song Of Shame! are the same as those in le chant de la hontel, the collaboration single between Kaoru
Sato and Chiko Hige. The lyrics were inspired by the poem Haji no uta (song of shame) by poet Taro Tominaga
(although the song is different from the original version).

5:5:21

A ‘preview’ of the 521 Project, released as a sonosheet that came with the music magazine Fools Mate in June 1983.
Five to One boldly features a chorus (more specifically, screaming and whispering) by members of Grim Skip. This
version was included in the 12 inch EP Five to One released by Australian label Hot Records in July 1984 (also
featuring dead Body (dB), Strangeness, and Appuk! (Zoy)).

The album cover features a photograph of a cross section of a rock. Sato was inspired by French sociologist and
philosopher Roger Caillois’ work 7he Writing of Stones (a book on art in which Caillois theorizes that the cross
sections of stones represent the natural landscape of Earth and the cosmos) and wanted to feature this on the
cover. Certainly, the surface of a record is similar to the cross section of a stone in the sense that memories (the

history) of sound are etched into a record, and that these can only come into being when discovered by humans.

Five to One

In conclusion, I'd like to touch on EP-4’s current status.

Sadly, Tatsuo Kohki and Tohru Sanjo have passed away, and I pray for their souls. Does this mean that we will
never have the opportunity to see EP-4 again? The following is a message from Kaoru Sato for those of us who
remain under EP-4’s spell.

“Like urban myths, many things are said about EP-4, but in actual fact, whenever I thought of doing something
involving EP-4, someone was always missing. We’ve now literally lost two members. But nothing’s really changed.

EP-4 never disbanded, nor did it ever stop operating.”

EP-4’s sounds, unearthed from the musical strata, are neither fossils nor artifacts.
It represents a strategic move towards a “new 5-21”.

As 1 listen to the remastered sounds, I find myself experiencing the same sense of excitement that I felt when
dozens of 521 stickers arrived in the mail all those years ago.
Hideo Kogure, Music Critic

15 August 2010

Translated by Lotte Lawrence



