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Wagner Boom in Meiji Japan

Toru TAKENAKA

It was at the last turn of the century that Western music gained, even if it mainly
appealed to urban intellectuals and the upper classes, a footing in Meiji Japan. Then a
feverish boom for Richard Wagner came about among Japanese music fans. Not only
were musicians affected, but also students, novelists, poets and scholars were equally
caught by an impassioned fervor for Wagner’s opera. Quite significantly, there had been
no stage performances at all of the music dramas yet in Japan, as neither singers, cho-
rus, orchestra nor stage designers were available at that time. How then could Japanese
intellectuals be devoted to a particular music they had not experienced themselves?

In dealing with Wagner, the Japanese Wagnerians obviously relied on abstract tex-
tual knowledge of Wagner’s art instead of acoustic perception of his sound. Examining
the argumentation by Anesaki Chofu, who got absorbed by the musical dramas while in
Berlin and set off the boom with essays to the readers at home, we can assume that
they were enthusiastic about the artist’s ideology, which derived from the vdlkisch-
lebensreformerisch (radically nationalist and life-reforming) ideas. His criticism of Impe-
rial German society strongly convinced him and fellow intellectuals, such as Takayama
Chogyu, as they shared the anti-civilizational mood.

At the end of the Meiji period, the fabric of society was consolidated again as sev-
eral decades had passed since the turbulence around the Restoration, which decreased
the mobility between the strata noticeably. Beset by the sense of stagnation and hope-
lessness, Japanese intellectuals thought they would find a solution they had been long-

ing for in Wagner’s social philosophy.






