Beauty Matters

STUDIES OF THE WEATHERHEAD EAST ASIAN INSTITUTE,
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY



STUDIES OF THE WEATHERHEAD EAST ASIAN INSTITUTE
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

The Studies of the Weatherhead East Asian Institute of Columbia University were inau-
gurated in 1962 to bring to a wider public the results of significant new research on

modern and contemporary East Asia.

For a complete list of titles, see page 281.



BEAUTY MATTERS

Modern Japanese Literature and the
Question of Aesthetics, 1890-1930

ANRI YASUDA

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY PRESS NEW YORK



Columbia University Press wishes to express its appreciation for assistance given by
the Wm. Theodore de Bary Fund in the publication of this book.

W

Columbia University Press
Publishers Since 1893
New York Chichester, West Sussex
cup.columbia.edu
Copyright © 2024 Columbia University Press
All rights reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Yasuda, Anri, author.
Title: Beauty matters : modern Japanese literature and the question of
aesthetics, 1890-1930 / Anri Yasuda.

Description: New York : Columbia University Press, [2024] | Series: Studies of the Weatherhead
East Asian Institute, Columbia University | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2023038842 (print) | LCCN 2023038843 (ebook) | ISBN 9780231210621 (hardback) |
ISBN 9780231210638 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9780231558518 (adobe pdf)

Subjects: LCSH: Aesthetics in literature. | Art and literature—Japan. | Shirakaba School. |
Japanese literature—20th century—History and criticism.

Classification: LCC PL721.A27 Y27 2024 (print) | LCC PL721.A27 (ebook) |
DDC 895.609/004—dc23/eng/20231012
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023038842
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023038843

Printed in the United States of America
Cover design: Chang Jae Lee

Cover image: Odilon Redon. Bouddha dans sa jeunesse (1905). Oil on canvas.
The National Museum of Modern Art, Kyoto



For Chad, Yuzu, Beni, Stan






There is no answer that would convince someone who would
ask such questions as “Why imitate something?” or “Why tell a
story as if it were true when obviously the facts are otherwise
and it just distorts reality?” Artworks fall helplessly mute before
the question “What’s it for?” and before the reproach that they
are actually pointless. If, for instance, one responded that fic-
tive narration can touch more deeply on the essence of histori-
cal reality than can factual reportage, a possible reply would be
that precisely this is a matter of theory, and that theory has no
need of fiction. This manifestation of the enigmaticalness of art
as incomprehension in the face of questions of putatively grand
principle is familiar in the broader context of the bluff inherent
in the question as to the meaning of life.

—Theodor Adorno, Aesthetic Theory






