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Hogetsu Shimamura as a director of popular drama

KIMURA Atsuo

Hogetsu Shimamura (1871-1918) is famous for introducing the contemporary European
drama to Japan by directing and presenting the contemporary European plays on the Japanese
stage. He made a great contribution to the Japanese theatrical world. He and his theatrical
company Geijutsu-za (Art Theater) put on a stage Leo Tolstoy’s “Resurrection” adapted by
Hogetsu himself. “Resurrection” directed by Hogetsu and performed by the Geijutsu-za
Theater had a record-breaking success. The success was, in a sense, so great that Hogetsu 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.

Though Hogetsu himself also stood for art for art’s sake, he understood very well how the
general public in Japan loved the lowbrow plays and he dared not to ignore the people’s taste
for the popular plays and to satisfy them by presenting what they want to see on the stage.
However, he didn’t provide the people with the vulgar, lowbrow plays. He and the Geijutsu-
za Theater presented what they thought to be the genuine, popular plays, one of which was
“Resurrection”. By doing so he tried to raise the people’s artistic taste, stimulating the people
to appreciate the beauty of the genuine art. He worried so much about the then Japanese
theatrical world, because there were not only very few good artistic plays but also very few
popular plays of fine quality. There were presented just vulgar, inferior plays or stereotyped,
trashy ones, even if not so vulgar.

Hogetsu went to England and Germany to study for more than 3 years, from March, 1902
to September, 1905. During his stay in London, Oxford and Berlin he saw with his own eyes
how many people enjoyed the well-made popular plays and how many popular plays of fine
quality were presented on the stage. He was surprised at the quality of the popular plays
there. He must have been shocked, comparing the situation around the theater in England
with that in Japan. He’d never seen in Japan so many popular plays of such good quality.
Thinking that the general public in Japan will get to appreciate the wonderfulness of the
genuine art if he presents such popular plays of great quality not the vulgar ones as was usually
performed then in Japan, he made up his mind to do so.

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
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human race and the general public class began its rise to power. The popularity and the great
success of Hogetsu and his Geijutsu-za Theater can be said to reflect such a huge current of the

times.
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