
This 1929 advertisement for the monthly
Taishū (The Masses) declares this to be
“The critical discussion magazine of the

proletarian class.”

1929   [PA1073]



Stylish modernistic typography
distinguishes this late 1920s cover of the
journal Proletarian Science (Puroretaria
Kagaku). The journal was published by

the Proletarian Science Research
Institute (Puroletaria Kagaku

Kenkyūjo), which rendered
“proletarian” in phonetic script rather

than the three-ideograph compound
(musansha) used in other radical
publications like the Proletarian

Newspaper.

late 1920s [PA0964]



The exhortation on this assertively
red-colored advertisement translates as

“Read the workers’ and farmers’
magazine Battleflag (Senki),” while the

vertical writing on the left declares
“Absolutely opposed to suppression!”

The white box at bottom left advertises a
companion youth-oriented journal,

Youth Battleflag (Shōnen Senki). Senki
was a major vehicle for writers

affiliated with the proletarian literature
movement, and the 1930 date of this

graphic is revealing. It follows by two
years the Home Ministry crackdown on

leftwing activists and writers—the
“March 15 Incident”—critically

novelized (on Senki’s pages) by the
courageous writer Kobayashi Takiji,

who was beaten to death by the thought
police in 1933.

1930   [PA1043]



 
This advertisement invites people to a public assembly on March 13, 1933 at Tenōji

Meeting Hall in Osaka to commemorate the 50th anniversary of Marx’s death. (Marx
died on March 14, 1883 London time.) Sixteen speakers are listed, and the entrance fee

is 20 sen, but half that price for workers.

The fine print on the right itemizes publications aimed at the progressive audience to
whom the advertisement is directed, and gives a fair impression of the struggle of
leftwing publishers to survive even after the intensification of censorship and the

military takeover of Manchuria in 1931.

The various titles (with prices given for each) translate as “Theater News,”
“Literature News,” “Art News,” “Music News,” “Film Club,” “Comrade,” “Friend

of the Masses,” “Working Women,” and “Proletarian Culture.”

1933   [PA1043]

 

 

Political Theater

The introduction of European-style theatrical modernism in Japan can be dated quite
precisely to the immediate wake of the Russo-Japanese War in the early years of the
20th century. An Ibsen Society was founded in 1907, for example, and a 1911
production of Ibsen’s A Doll’s House galvanized formation of the Blue Stocking Society
(Seitō), a pioneer voice in the Japanese woman’s movement, that same year.

The modern theater movement took the generic name Shingeki (New Theater), and the
infusion of Western influences increased exponentially following World War I and the

 



Bolshevik Revolution. Expressionism, dadaism, and constructivism all impacted the
Japanese theater world. So also, predictably, did proletarian literature and stagecraft. In
1924, the year following the Kanto earthquake, the Tsukiji Little Theater (Tsukiji
Shōgekijō) was founded in Tokyo with an original commitment to produce only plays by
foreign authors. Their impressive offerings included works by Anton Chekhov, Maurice
Maeterlinck, Maxim Gorky, Upton Sinclair, George Bernard Shaw, August Strindberg,
Roman Rolland, and Luigi Pirandello.

 
This 1929 advertisement for Prince Hagen, “a melodrama in five acts” by Upton

Sinclair, conveys some of the confrontational élan of the leftwing theatrical world.
Presented by the Vanguard Theater Group (Zeneiza) at the Tsukiji Little Theater in
Tokyo in the year following the government’s notorious “March 15” crackdown on
leftists, the mildly surreal rendering of Sinclair’s protagonist is flanked by phrases

reading “Alchemist?” “Socialist?” The emergence of a great king of finance!” “The
terror of Wall Street!” The bottom line is an advertisement for the periodical Literary

Front (Bungei Sensen).

1929  [PA1019]

 



 

Typically, factionalism coupled with mounting repression fractured the modern theater
movement and culminated in its dissolution by the end of the 1930s. In 1928, the
Tsukiji Little Theater split into “political” and “literary” factions, for example, and in
1940 government oppression culminated in a mass arrest of around 100 individuals
associated with leftwing theater. As elsewhere on the left, many beleaguered theatrical
activists ultimately recanted and redirected their activities to support of the “holy war.”
At the same time, however, and also typically, this brief but intense interwar
engagement in critically addressing contemporary problems had a profound influence on
the reemergence of politically and socially concerned theater in the years following
Japan’s defeat in 1945.

The prewar career of Murayama Tomoyoshi provides a vivid impression of the complex
and interactive dynamics of the proletarian art, literature, and theater movements. A
Christian convert who studied art and drama in Berlin in the early 1920s, Murayama
quickly made a name for himself as a leader of the avant-garde MAVO art movement
while also extending his vision and energy to theater writing, directing, set design, and
even occasional acting. His theatrical productions included Marxist renditions of “Robin
Hood” and Don Quixote. In 1929, he acted in the Tokyo stage production of Tokunaga’s
proletarian novella Street Without Sun and also designed the set for a Japanese
adaptation of Danton’s Death, a 1835 play about the French Revolution by the
precocious German playwright Georg Buchner. (Buchner was only 23 when he died of
typhus in 1837.)

Murayama was arrested in May 1930 and charged with violating the Peace Preservation
Law. Released in December, he immediately and provocatively joined the outlawed
Japan Communist Party, which led to his rearrest and imprisonment in 1932. He was
released from prison in 1934 after ostensibly recanting his leftist positions, but
continued to produce dramatic work critical of the militarist state—leading to interludes
of incarceration in 1940-42 and again in 1944-45. Unlike his contemporary Kobayashi
Takiji, the proletarian writer who died in the hands of the police after being arrested,
Murayama survived the war to participate actively in the turbulent—and, again,
fractious—postwar scene. He died in 1977, at the age of 76. The following theater
posters from the Ohara collection all involve Murayama in one way or another.

 



Familiar red lettering dominates this
late 1920s poster advertising a

production of Robin Hood written and
directed by Murayama Tomoyosh, and

presented “in six acts and 40 scenes” by
the Vanguard Theater Group at the

Tsukiji Little Theater.

[PA1043]



Presented by the Leftwing Theater
group at the Tsukiji Little Theater in

1929, this production of Danton’s Death
by Aleksei Tolstoy was codirected by

Murayama Tomoyoshi, who also did the
staging.

1929   [PA1008]



This presentation of several dramas
jointly performed by Tokyo’s Leftwing

Theater and the Osaka Battleflag Group
(Osaka Senkiza) features Maxim

Gorky’s four-act play The Mother. The
staging is by Murayama Tomoyoshi.

1929   [PA1009]



The Leftwing Theater group here
advertises a two-week run of Murayama
Tomoyoshi’s drama Record of Victory
(Shōri no Kiroku) at the Tsukiji Little

Theater in May 1931. Tickets for
workers are one-third the price of
regular admission. This graphic

depiction of militant workers carries
particular resonance in retrospect, since

it was only four months later, in mid
September, that the so-called

Manchurian Incident took place,
signaling a disastrous new stage in
Japanese aggression against China.

1930   [PA1013]
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SOURCES & CREDITS

Basic References

Those who wish to enlarge their knowledge of subjects mentioned in this unit will find
the following two reference sources especially useful:

(1) The database of the Ohara Institute for Social Research at Hosei University. In
addition to thousands of posters and other graphics, extending into the early postwar
years, this excellent website includes English captions as well as considerable English-
language commentary.

(2) Kodansha Encyclopedia of Japan, 8 volumes plus a separate index volume
(Kodansha, 1983). This is far and away the best single English-language encyclopedia
on Japan, containing over 10,000 entries including long essays on major subjects.
Kodansha published a compressed and lavishly illustrated two-volume version of this
reference work in 1993 under the title Japan: An Illustrated Encyclopedia.
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