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The theater in the general public era (1910s and 20s) in Japan:

Hogetsu Shimamura and Kaoru Osanai

KIMURA Atsuo

Both Hogetsu Shimamura (1871-1918) and Kaoru Osanai (1881-1928) are famous for
introducing the contemporary European drama to Japan by directing and presenting the
contemporary European plays on the Japanese stage. They made a great contribution to the
Japanese theatrical world. In 1914 Shimamura and his theatrical company Geijutsu-za (Art
Theater) put on a stage Leo Tolstoy’s “Resurrection” adapted by Shimamura himself.
“Resurrection” directed by Shimamura and performed by the Geijutsu-za Theater had a
record-breaking success. But Shimamura was criticized for adopting a popular line (or, to put
it more frankly, a lowbrow line) by the drama critics advocating the principle of art for art’s
sake. Believing that Shimamura took their side, they felt that they were betrayed by him.

Osanai was one of such most merciless critics. At that time Osanai himself upheld the
principle of art for art’s sake and thought that Shimamura’s popular line in the Geijutsu-za
Theater is populism or vulgarity. Osanai said that then in Japan there was no real artistic play
and were rampant the lowbrow, vulgar plays. Osanai also declared openly and frankly that
the contemporary audience of such tasteless plays consisted of the ignorant masses that he
didn’t care at all. Osanai showed not so much an indifferent attitude toward the unenlight-
ened public as his open dislike for it. But the typical aggressive advocate of the principle of
art for art’s sake, Osanai gradually changed his attitude to the public. What seems to give him
the opportunity to change is Osanai’s strong commitment to Kokumin Bungei Kai (the
National Arts Society).

The 1910s and 1920s were the decades of the general public in Japan. About that time the
public began to be recognized as a social stratum for the first time in the long history of the
human race and the general public class began its rise to power. In such a social background
Kokumin Bungei Kai was organized to improve and democratize Japanese promoting system
in the theatrical world then full of old abuses. The Society actively functioned under the
slogan “To liberate the theaters and make them open to the general public”. Osanai, acting
as one of the chief directors of the Society, changed his philosophy of art and the drama as a
genre of it. Formerly he didn’t approve of entertainment in the drama at all. Now he thinks

that entertainment is essential for the drama, because the majority of theater audience is formed

—191—



of the unenlightened public, who never enjoys the drama without tasting entertainment. Thus

during almost 15 years Osanai has cultivated a charitable attitude toward the general public.
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