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Tsubaki Sadao, Oil Painter
Appendices: Kishida Ryusei’s Cover Illustrations for the Atarashiki-mura

(New Village)

Warashina Hideya

The exhibition, “Life as Painter: The Art of Tsubaki Sadao and his Family, and Mentor, Kishida Ryusei”
was held at the Chiba City Museum of Art from June to July 2017. Tsubaki Sadao (1896-1957) lived in
Funabashi City, Chiba Prefecture from 1927, and is known as the artist to have established Chiba’s flourishing
artistic culture. This report is based on the piece that appeared in the exhibition catalog, with the addition of lat-
est research results.

Tsubaki was born in Yonezawa City, Yamagata Prefecture. He vowed to become an artist, inspired by an
older brother who had met an early death. From 1914 Tsubaki began a life in Tokyo, where, upon seeing a solo
exhibition by Kishida Ryusei (1891-1929), was determined to learn painting from him. The next year Tsubaki
met Kishida, who agreed to take him on. For this reason he never experienced a specialist education at art
school.

Kishida was acquainted with the work of the post-impressionists, such as van Gogh and Cézanne, through
reproductions, acquiring a reputation as the budding young artist in their stead. Unsatisfied with this mold,
however, he looked towards the Realism of the Northern Renaissance: artists such as Albrecht Diirer and Jan
van Eyck, and the religious paintings of William Blake. He came to appreciate the beauty of a thing-in-itself,
and seemed to hail a realism that was at odds with the times in which he lived. To help define his image, Kishi-
da gathered together his followers to create the Sodo-sha. The Sodo-sha’s activities lasted from 1915 until
1922, and greatly influenced not just contemporary oil painting, but also the work of young students of nihonga,
traditional Japanese-style painting. (It operated alongside the journal Shirakaba run by young literary scholars
close to Kishida). As an intimate of Kishida, Tsubaki also participated in this group, and was the most loyal to
Kishida’s particular artistic philosophy.

From 1919 to 1920, Kishida redefined his own image, turning his attention to the traditional Chinese
painting styles of S’ung and Yuan painting, early painted ukiyo-e, and Japanese nanga-style ink-painting. For
him, Eastern art of bygone eras was a new discovery, and the literary scholars of Shirakaba were soon to shift
their interests along with him. Behind this was the frustration of a youth who, since the Meiji Period, had learnt
in detail about European culture, and was all too used to criticizing the current state of Japan. There was also
the economic prosperity in Japan achieved by the war that created a thriving market for antique art. Kishida did
not consider deeply the differences in technique and nature of painting materials, and endeavored to portray the
world of traditional Chinese painting using oil paint. He died at the age of 38, however, without being able to
overcome the disparity brought about by the materials. Tsubaki very much grieved Kishida’s death. He contin-
ued in the style of S’ung and Yuan painting, his particular interest from among the Chinese classics he had
studied under his mentor, and from the mid-1920s until his own death, devoted himself to expressing the esthet-
ic of traditional Chinese painting in oils. Tsubaki also sought hard for a solution to coping with different paint-
ing materials. We can acknowledge that he was, to a certain extent, successful in his aim.

As supplementary research we traced the transformations in the cover illustrations that Kishida drew for
the Atarashiki-mura (New Village), a journal for the humanist social movement led by Mushanokdji Saneatsu
(1885-1976), a fellow Shirakaba member. This helped us to understand how Kishida found his way into the
world of traditional Chinese painting using influence from William Blake.

(Translated by Barbara Cross)
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