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Why does it all end with Beethoven’s Ninth?
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Why Beethoven?

After Christmas eve, the performances of the
Ode to Joy from the 4th movement of
Beethoven’s 9th Symphony is played all over
Japan. It is a tradition before the New Year
period. Many people even feel like they can’t
properly welcome in the New Year without
having been to this performance. But how
did this Beethoven symphony become a
tradition in Japan?

e the Ode to Joy from the 4th movement
FAEBREDI]
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There are two main theories. The story
behind the first theory begins with the
conscription of students into military during
WWII. At a concert given in 1943 by the
Tokyo School of music (currently the Tokyo
University of Fine Arts) in honor of students
who were conscripted the following year.
The program included the 4th movement of
this 9th Symphony.

And after that on December in 1947, another
concert was held at Hibiya Auditorium
dedicated to the memory of students fallen in
the war, with this symphony again. After
that, performing this symphony around the
end of the year became a custom.
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The other theory goes back to the former
Nippon Symphony Philharmonic, currently the
NHK Symphony, which started performing in
1947. The reason for this was to help the
symphony members earn extra cash for the
New Year holidays.

After WWII, the musicians were very poorly
paid and life was tough. Beethoven is very well
known and and his 9th Symphony was already
very popular among Japanese people, so they
were sure to attract a large audience. The
programming also required a large number of
performers. This gave them enough extra
income to be able to celebrate New Year’s. As
this continued year after year, the “Ode to Joy”
4th movement of the 9th Symphony became an
end-of-the-year custom in Japan.

e the musicians were very poorly paid
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As trivia, Japan’s first performance of
Beethoven’s 9th Symphony in 1918 was given
by German prisoners of war being held in
Tokushima prefecture. This symphony is
great and often played in big festivals around
the world, but in most other countries it is not
repeatedly played around the end of
December like in Japan.

It seems that Japan is one of few countries
with this year-end tradition.
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