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Art in the Meiji Era
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Straying, Striving : Art in the Meiji Era

The MOMAT Collection presents an exhibit jointly organized by the National
Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo and the National Crafts Museum. During the
Meiji era (1868-1912), Japan was emerging as a modern nation in Asia. We
invite you to enjoy treasured works from both museums’ collections created

during this tumultuous period.

In painting and sculpture, artists of the Meiji era experimented with new
approaches grounded in their own traditions while drawing on Western realist
techniques. Meanwhile, in crafts, makers applied traditional techniques to the

creation of elaborate and ornate works for export to the West.

How do the arts of that time, shaped by determined efforts to bring together

old and new, Japanese and Western, appear to us today?
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During the Meiji era (1868-1912), Japan was drastically

transformed from a feudal society to a modern nation-state.
Craft artists lost their traditional patrons, but with support
from the Meiji government, which sought to generate
revenue from overseas, they exhibited their work at
World'’s Fairs and received high acclaim. The rise of
Japonisme (Western fascination with Japanese aesthetics)
further accelerated this shift, and decorative furnishings
produced for export to Western markets became larger,
more elaborate, and more ornate. While these works
were at times criticized as excessively decorative and
overly focused on technical virtuosity, the pressure to
adapt in order to survive, and the tension that came with
it, became a driving force for Meiji era craft artists.

Tension as a Driving Force: Craft Trad
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Komai Otojiro
Charger with human figure design,
gold and silver inlay on iron base, c. 1876-85

The central area features a figure in relief, surrounded
by complex patterns created through the inlay of
various metals. Komai Otojiro was a sword-fittings
metalworker known for his highly refined inlay
techniques, but after the Sword Abolition Edict in the
Meiji era (1868-1912) he applied his talents to works
produced for export.
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Miyagawa Kozan I
Vases in relief, doves and cherry blossoms design, c.1871-82

A pair of male and female doves perched on cherry trees tend to baby birds
that peek from inside a nest hole. In the early Meiji Era (1868-1912), Miyagawa
Kozan | moved to Yokohama from Kyoto and began producing ceramics like

this takauki-bori (high relief) piece, both realistic and decorative, which

gained tremendous popularity in Western countries.

wARE
(TZom)&Hm 18934
BEXALH

—PTLIIERDIBOREINEZSEZLRESN
TLWET, HARTIIERICEZE>TELE%:
BERHMEIC3ELECLE L7, 1893F ICH#E
INFPAT-ANVTRAEBERICHRTS
fedICHIESNIAERTT .

Suzuki Chokichi
No. 4 from Twelve Bronze Falcons, 1893
National Important Cultural Property

Each falcon appears in a different posture, rendered
with vitality and realism. Suzuki Chokichi kept live
falcons and sketched them repeatedly, spending three
years on the work, which was made for display at the
World's Columbian Exposition, held in Chicago in
1893.
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Takamura Kotaro
Rabbit, c. 1899

The father of the sculptor and poet
Takamura Kotaro was Takamura Koun,
regarded as a pioneer of modern
Japanese sculpture and also active as a
Buddhist sculptor. In the rabbit's lively,
twisting pose and the finely carved
treatment of its fur, the skills Kotaro
learned from his father are on full
display.

Kagawa Katsuhiro
Ornament, "Double tortoises) silver, 1908

Kagawa Katsuhiro, born in Edo, was a metalwork artist active in
the Meiji era (1868-1912). The minogame (a turtle with a mane
of algae flowing from its shell) has long been prized as a symbol
of longevity. Around this time, many craft objects were exported
from Japan, and decorative effects achieved through refined
metalwork techniques, as seen here, were greatly admired
overseas.

IFRDOHBAEBYELSZEEFHRDEAARTIE FEFD
REEI) ANT AYZ oKW 120 ETRENESE
TERDBISENY LI, EFETIEIENEMEYD
BEERY v ILE LTREDIFoNTW oo BERIE
BEDOERE R BRICTIETIRA(EMZRIEICTS
HITHALRET > TWEET, BARECELRE
EVSTCERMNBEEIEMHSNICERICIE, ER
ERELTOAETDBENRARBNLTVEY,

As Japan moved through a period of upheaval from the
Edo period (1603-1868) to the Meiji era (1868-1912),
the adoption of Western techniques and the pursuit of
lifelike realism spread across many fields. In the West,
crafts were regarded as more peripheral than fine art,
and Japan accordingly adjusted its approach when
presenting its visual culture abroad, placing bijutsu (a
term coined for the novel concept of “fine art” as distinct
from applied arts), rather than crafts at the forefront. The
encouragement of national themes such as Japanese
mythology and historical narratives reflects the aims and
aspirations of Japan as it emerged as a modern
nation-state.

The Birth of Bijutsu
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Goseda Horyu
Shizuka Gozen Dancing
1889

Toward the end of the Edo period (1603-1868), Goseda estab-
lished a studio in Yokohama, producing paintings that foreigners
purchased as gifts and souvenirs, and in the Meiji era
(1868-1912) he gained renown for his realistic portraits. In this
work depicting a shirabyoshi (a female entertainer of song
and dance) performing a male dance, Goseda employed
techniques from both Western- and Japanese-style painting,
using gold leaf to enhance the luster of small objects and even
hatching to generate depth.
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Harada Naojiro

Kannon Bodhisattva Riding the Dragon, 1890

National Important Cultural Property

The figure holding a branch in her right hand and a water bottle
in her leftis “Kannon with a willow branch,” revered for healing
illness. Harada, who studied in Germany during the Meiji era
(1868-1912), applied all the oil painting skills he acquired in the
West, including perspective and the handling of light and
shadow, to produce this work. An East Asian motif is rendered
through Western pictorial methods with a degree of precision
that undoubtedly stunned viewers in its day.
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Since their opening, the National Museum of Modern Art,
Tokyo and the National Crafts Museum have collected
works from no earlier than 1907, the year the Ministry of
Education Art Exhibition (Bunten) was launched. The new
acquisitions shown here, however, were all produced
before the first Bunten. They include works by Kanamori
Soshichi, who, with government backing, demonstrated the
sophistication of Japanese craft techniques at the 1900
Paris Exposition, as well as works by Hashimoto Gaho and
Yokoyama Taikan, who broke with established conventions
and pursued new directions in the development of Nihonga
(Japanese-style painting). With the addition of these
outstanding works of Meiji era (1868-1912) art, the collection
is being further enriched to encompass the formative years of
modern Japanese art, extending through the Bunten and
into the art of the Taisho era (1912-1926).
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Kanamori Soshichi
Large vase in flower-and-bird design

with elephant-shaped ornament, ¢.1892

The thick, sturdy neck flares outward at the rim, with
elephant-head handles on each side. This large vase
features paired phoenixes on the neck and flowering
trees with cranes and songbirds on the body, all
rendered with gorgeous detail in gold, silver, and alloys.
The work was commissioned by copperware dealer and
producer Kanamori Soshichi for international promotion.
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Hashimoto Gaho
Linji Yixuan Issues a Rebuke, 1897

Hashimoto Gaho played a leading role in the Meiji era
(1868-1912) Japanese-style painting world through both his
own work and his teaching. This painting captures the
instant when Linji Yixuan, founder of the Rinzai school of
Zen Buddhism, delivers a sharp katsu shout. Portraits of
eminent monks shown in such forceful action are rare, and
Gaho brings this bold composition together with orderly
brushwork, conveying a taut sense of immediacy.
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Yokoyama Taikan
The Stray Child, 1902

Yokoyama Taikan was born in 1868, and his career
paralleled the development of modern Japa-
nese-style painting. Here, Taikan created a truly
novel work by adding the figures of Christ and a child
to a traditional “three creeds” composition depicting
Buddha, Confucius, and Lao Tzu. The child, bewil-
dered as four sacred figures whisper different teach-
ings, symbolizes Japan at that point in its history.
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The National Crafts Museum specializes in modern and contemporary
crafts and design. It opened in 1977 as the Crafts Gallery, the National
Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo in Kitanomaru Park, moved in 2020 to
Kanazawa City in Ishikawa Prefecture as part of the decentralization policy
in administration, and was renamed the National Crafts Museum in 2021.

The buildings of the Museum are the Old 9th Division Command Head-
quarters and the Old Army Generals Club, both originally built in the
Meiji period (1868-1912) and designated as Registered Tangible Cultural
Properties, relocated and restored to original condition. With its collection
consisting of about 4,000 works including ceramics, glass works,
lacquerware, wood works, bamboo works, textiles, dolls, metal works, and

industrial and graphic design, the Museum presents collection, special

exhibitions focusing on certain topics three to four times a year.
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Komai Otojiro Charger with human figure design, iron, Entrusted to the
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Kanamori Soshichi  Large vase in flower-and-bird brass National Crafts Museum
(1821-1892) design with elephant-shaped
ornament

BARSE (FZoEEYE AR 1893 EEOMIE B AE,  ENod: EHuTHE

BESRIC L DR, P8 h45.0 w18.0 d 20.0
Suzuki Chokichi No. 4, No. 5, and No. 6 from qold,siver, shakudo A No5: National Crafts Museum
(1848-1919) Twelve Bronze Falcons {copper alloy with gold), h25.0 w20.0 d50.0

rogin (copper alloy with siler) 7 No.6

inlay on bronze ground, casting 1250 v 35.0 d42.0
&= RMBEY) HBZEA 1908 N7 h7.8 w28.6d11.0 ELTHEE
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Goseda Horyu Shizuka Gozen Dancing color onsilk, Entrusted to the
(1827-1892) hanging scroll National Museum of

Modern Art, Tokyo
[REEREB *BEERE 1890 R F vy AR 272.0x181.0 HRESDERE TR
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Hashimoto Gaho Linji Yixuan Issues a Rebuke color on paper, The National Museum
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Takamura Kotaro Rabbit wood The National Museum
(1883-1956) of Modern Art, Tokyo
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Yokoyama Taikan  The Stray Child charcoal onsilk, The National Museum
(1868-1958) hanging scroll of Modern Art, Tokyo
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Nakazawa Hiromitsu
(1874-1964)

Reminiscences

T e LI FRISEE LM,

oil on canvas

The National Museum
of Modern Art, Tokyo

Works marked with (*) are National Important Cultural Properties. 47
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