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The King of Japanese Violin: Masakichi Suzuki
H EEDE Satsuki Inoue BRI ZAM A AEHAHBERL GF2)

Abstract

Masakichi Suzuki (1859-1944) was the founder of the Suzuki Violin Factory in Nagoya.
He was a son of a lower-class samurai who made shamisen, a long-necked plucked lute, as a
supplementary occupation. After the Meiji Restoration, his father had been forced to open a
shamisen shop, as he had lost his samurai privileges and stipend. Suzuki took over the shop,
but he changed his job after completing the trial of making a violin by himself in 1888. He
subsequently received many national and international prizes for his violins, at events including
the World's Columbian Exposition held in Chicago in 1893, and the 1900 Paris Universal
Exposition. By 1902, Suzuki’s firm was producing 1,500 instruments a year. He invented many
specialized machines to enable mass production. At the peak of the boom following World
War [, by 1919 Suzuki was producing 112,000 violins a year, and exporting to markets formerly
dominated by Germany.

After 1920, Suzuki began to make high-class handmade violins, modeled after an Italian
Guarneri violin that his third son (Shin’ichi Suzuki, 1898-1998, founder of the “Suzuki Method”)
had bought and brought back from Berlin. In December 1926, Suzuki sent his eldest son, Umeo,
to Germany to demonstrate his newly made violins. With his brother Shin’ichi, who had just
returned to Berlin from Japan, Umeo visited many famous violinists in Germany to allow them
to play their father’s instruments: these included Karl Klingler and Willy Hess, as well as Albert
Finstein, the great scientist and amateur violinist. The following September, Shin'ichi went alone
to Vienna with his father’s violins, to visit two celebrated violinists of the Vienna Philharmonic
orchestra; Arnold Rosé and Franz Mayerecker. They both appreciated the quality of the
instruments and wrote letters of recommendation.

Though Suzuki’s high-class handmade violins had been highly valued at that time, not
only in Japan but also abroad, nevertheless the Suzuki Factory went bankrupt in 1932 due to an
economic depression. After the reconstruction of the factory, World War 1II prevented its total
recovery, and Suzuki died in 1944.

Today, few of Suzuki's high-class handmade violins survive: one of these, made in 1929,
was recently found and donated to Aichi University of the Arts. After it had been repaired,
in May 2014 we gave a concert with this violin for the first time in our university: this event

attracted considerable public attention. After various concerts using this instrument, its high
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quality has been recognized. Recently, a scholar of dendrochronology proved that Sakhalin
Spruce harvested in Teshio (Hokkaido) was used for the top plate of this violin, as with many
violins manufactured by the Suzuki Factory. Today, it is no longer possible to make good violins
with Japanese woods, but this was not the case before the war.

For Masakichi Suzuki, born in the last days of the Tokugawa shogunate, the violin was
a completely unfamiliar instrument. Totally self-taught, he tried to make instruments using
Japanese materials, exported them widely across the world, and made high-class handmade

violins in his later years.
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