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“The Gondola Song” in the Heisei 20s (2008-2017)
— A study of the phrase “Life is short: love, oh maiden!” and its parody

Naoki AIZAWA

This paper attempts to analyze “The Gondola Song” (Gondora-no Uta) , which was composed by 1.
Yoshii (lyrics) and S. Nakayama (music) more than 100 years ago, and its impressive phrase “Life is
short: love, oh maiden!” (Inochi mijikashi, koi-seyo, otome) in the Heisei 20s (2008-2017) of Japanese
culture.

Three areas are investgated:

1) Cases where “The Gondola Song” is sung

Remarkable scenes are introduced from TV dramas and anime where “The Gondola Song” was sung
with certain feelings and closely connected with women's love or human life and death.

2 ) Cases where the phrase “Life is short: love, oh maiden!” or its parodies appear

Unique parodies of the phrase are found in the titles of manga, games and novels, while its direct
quotations are heard in the lyrics of songs by Japanese rock bands and also in the vocabulary of theater,
TV dramas and anime.

3) Cases where Japanese Cyber Divas sing the songs with the titles “Life is short; love, oh maiden!”

Hatsune Miku, one of the most popular “Vocaloid” characters, sings three songs with such titles, while
Kasane Teto sings one song. It should be pointed out that antiquated words and a literary style are used
in these songs.

It seems as if the phrase “Life is short: love, oh maiden!” has become a kind of proverb for Japanese
youth today. I should point out that Heisei Japan has not forgotten the traditional syllable verses, and
a keen interest in the meter and rhyme of the verses is still observed among young people today. For
example, considerable attention is paid to the rhyme of the lyrics in contemporary Japanese rap music,
which is a favorite of younger generations.

Why has a phrase from more than a century ago not lost its popularity, and if anything, has come into
fashion again today? What makes it a favorite of today’s youth, who are not familiar with “The Gondola
Song” or Kurosawa’s film “To Live”? In an attempt to answer these questions, I look for the origin of
its power in the universal theme of <carpe diem>, and the traditional 7-7-7-5 meter, which is pleasing
to hear and easy to remember. In sum, it is possible that the phonological or prosodical aspects, which
include rhymes and alliterations, will be more relevant to the discussion than previously expected.
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