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120th Anniversary of His Birth:
Hasegawa Saburo and

- - the National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo
DHIPNETHRI BT, FHIZEZLDLDEFEUVELS EILAREMEONE (1954 FHE, R - 548) ) )
225, e view o e Neidene] Miscrig The National Museum of Modern Art (renamed the National Museum of
Modern Art (c. 1954, Kyobashi, Tokyo) Modern Art, Tokyo in 1967; hereafter “the museum”) opened in 1952 as Japan’s
Bl EoiER,

first national art museum. With finances still strained in the early postwar
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years, it began not in a newly constructed building but in a renovated former

Nikkatsu film studio headquarters in Kyobashi, Tokyo. The term “modern”

RIRIFIWCHID, INH0EBED FITI-T, #Hol was included in its name to signal the expectation that it would function as a
WEOBNHAEMEZANEL LSBT X91272%, “dynamic museum,” engaging with contemporary art and helping to lead the
ZOEIBIERED. FAEAENSE XI5, ¥1 cultural recovery of the postwar period. Hasegawa Saburo (1906-1957),
5%, HARD MERZEREE 12, ZUDHT, ZV2DT, Bl recognized as a pioneer of abstract art in Japan, played a key role in the
542, Abstraction and Surrealism exhibition (1953) and Abstract Art Exhibition: Japan
HEDIK S HZ O fE R fE ROt i b . HOBHI o and U.S.A. (1955), both organized in keeping with the museum’s guiding

principles. Hasegawa has long been regarded as an artist whose practice

T, LoE®To MRRHEAEMN] DR TH -7 HH
M8 -72b DT, EIRFHGIT 2,
ZOMATE A, HRANCHRY ETOND X 57HA, —
Hb RLERT D L5145, his works and those of related artists, and through an introduction to his
i, B ESFEICEDIRLTRTUES LRETHY, exhibition activities and the prolific body of writing he produced, illuminates
ENEEERITIELES, his full presence as a multifaceted artist.

encompassed not only painting but also criticism and thought, pairing
“painting” and “writing.” Here, we also focus on his work as a curator. Marking

the 120th anniversary of his birth, this exhibit traces Hasegawa’s path through
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Artist Profile
Hasegawa Saburo 1906-1957

Hasegawa Saburo was born in Shimonoseki, Yamaguchi Prefecture, and raised
in an affluent family in Ashiya, Hyogo Prefecture. In 1924, while a student at
Konan Gakuen High School, he began attending the Shinanobashi Institute of
Western Painting in Osaka, where he studied under Koide Narashige. In 1926,
he entered Tokyo Imperial University and submitted a graduation thesis, On
Sesshu. After graduating, he traveled to Europe by way of the United States.
Upon returning to Japan, he distinguished himself in the art world following
his admission to the 19th Nika Exhibition. In 1934, he co-founded Shinjidai
Yogakai (Art Society of a New Generation) with Murai Masanari, Yabashi
Rokuro, Yamaguchi Kaoru, and Ei-Q. Nambata Tatsuoki and Omnosato
Toshinobu later joined, and in 1937 the group was reformed as the Jiyu
Bijutsuka Kyokai (Free Artists Association). While exhibiting abstract
paintings, he also wrote widely, including the publication of Abstract Art
(Atelier-sha, 1937), the first full-fledged theoretical study of abstract art in
Japan. During the war years, he immersed himself in traditional Eastern
culture, including the tea ceremony, Zen, and Noh. After the war, he closely
followed avant-garde developments among calligraphers such as Morita
Shiryu. In 1950, an encounter with Isamu Noguchi led him to deepen his
reflections on traditional Japanese aesthetics, and he began producing ink
works using ship planks and wooden boards (of the type used to serve fish
cakes). In 1953, he accepted an invitation from the American Abstract Artists
to participate in the 18th Annual American Abstract Artists exhibition (1954)
and, in order to unite artists from various organizations, organized the Japan
Abstract Art Club. After working on the Abstraction and Surrealism Exhibition,
held at this museum in December 1953, he traveled to the United States as the
club’s representative and gained wider recognition there. In 1955, in return for
the American exhibition, works from the US were shown at the museum in
Abstract Art Exhibition: Japan and U.S.A. In September of that year, he relocated
to San Francisco and, based there, introduced Japanese art through university
lectures and exhibitions. He later developed cancer of the upper jaw and died
in 1957 at the age of 51.
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Portrait of Hasegawa Saburo

Courtesy Konan Gakuen Saburo Hasegawa Memorial Gallery
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(HEDEER) (1937) DRI DRAI=ZEB
Hasegawa Saburo with Locus of a Butterfly (1937)
MRICEDTBYE—T1%2TSRBIIZER
Hasegawa Saburo making a frottage from a ship plank.

E#HREAWT (Y XLEBE) 2HET 2 RA)IZM
(R EFRTEEDORECT)

Hasegawa Saburo making Studies for Rhythm using
wooden boards (at his home in Tsujido, Fujisawa,
Kanagawa Prefecture)

FRENFEFERAIZMHLSF v 5 U — 24
Courtesy Konan Gakuen Saburo Hasegawa
Memorial Gallery

Section 1: Painting

While still in high school, Hasegawa attended the Shinanobashi Institute of
Western Painting in Osaka, where he studied under Koide Narashige. After
graduating from Tokyo Imperial University, he decided to pursue a painting
career while traveling in Europe by way of the United States. Returning to
Japan in 1932, he submitted Rainy Orléans Road (1930) and other works to the
19th Nika Exhibition. The following year, Hasegawa Saburo: Works from His Stay
in Europewas held at the Kinokuniya Gallery, marking the full-fledged beginning
of his painting career. He was invited to exhibit at the Dokuritsu Bijutsu Kyokai
(Independent Art Association) exhibition, but disagreements with its members
prevented this from taking place. In 1934, he co-founded Shinjidai Yogakai (Art
Society of Our Generation) with Murai Masanari, Yabashi Rokuro, and
Yamaguchi Kaoru. He initially worked in a figurative style, but gradually
shifted toward abstract paintings as represented by Abstraction (1936) and Locus
of a Butterfly (1937), while also pursuing photography, objects, and assemblage.
After World War II, exchanges with avant-garde calligraphers through the
magazines Sho no Bi and Bokubi, edited by Morita Shiryu, and conversations
with Isamu Noguchi, who visited Japan in 1950, led him to deepen his reflections
on traditional Japanese aesthetics. From this period onward, he produced works
employing frottage on ship planks and monotype on wooden boards (of the
type used to serve fish cakes), such as Rhapsody, at the Fishing Village (1952) and
Rhythm (c. 1952). In 1954, he organized the Japan Abstract Art Club and
traveled to the US, where he was highly acclaimed. Hasegawa is known as a
pioneer of abstract painting, but his varied modes of expression, his wide
network of artistic connections, and his internationally oriented perspective

grounded in Japanese culture merit renewed attention.
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Hasegawa Saburo, Rain on the Road to Orleans,
1930, The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo

ERNZB (T TRF57237)1936 5
RREILAR EMTE

Hasegawa Saburo, Abstraction, 1936,

The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo

RAJI=8F (& BAICT)1952F
RRE LA EMEE

Hasegawa Saburo, Rhapsody: Fishing Village,
1952, The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo

4 RBJI=ZE (ZEA) 1940 F
FREAFBFERAIZBRSF v —
Hasegawa Saburo, Interior, 1940,

Konan Gakuen Saburo Hasegawa Memorial Gallery

—_

N

w

i
|| Q l == =
] (/]
fl !Il -
e
U ‘ --"iu‘

‘l“ \ e

H

_’_—-—_
1
)
{J
5 6

5 RAJI=EB (F|EE) 1951 &, AR—aL Y3y
Hasegawa Saburo, Untitled, 1951,
Kawasaki Koichi Collection

6 ERJI=HB (EBE)19514F, AHR—ILIY3Y
Hasegawa Saburo, Untitled, 1951,
Kawasaki Koichi Collection

7 RARNZB (YR L)1952 FtE, RREIAHEMEE
Hasegawa Saburo, Rhythm, c. 1952,
The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo

8 ERJIZER (E5)1954 . HWREEILRENMEE
Hasegawa Saburo, Declartion, 1954,
The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo
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Motoyoshi Shodai and Hasegawa Saburo with the
Abstraction and Surrealism Panel (photo courtesy of
Inamoto Kumi). Motoyoshi was Hasegawa's nephew
and produced the panels. He also designed the cover
of Hasegawa Saburo’s Modern Art (Tokyodo, 1950)
and the poster (p. 11) for Abstract Art Exhibition:
Japan and U.S.A., among other projects.

Section 2: Curation

On December 1, 1952, this museum opened in Kyobashi, Tokyo, as Japan’s first
national art museum. The Abstraction and Surrealism Exhibition (1953), held the
following year, invited the critics Uemura Takachiyo and Takiguchi Shuzo as
cooperating committee members and was the museum’s first exhibition to
address developments in contemporary art. However, a close review of the
exhibition records reveals that both the “Prospectus of the Abstraction and
Surrealism Exhibition,” displayed in the galleries, and the “Abstraction and
Surrealism Panels,” produced with reference to works by Mondrian, Kandinsky,
and Arp, were by Hasegawa Saburo. Handwritten manuscripts of these
materials are preserved at the Hasegawa Saburo Memorial Gallery. Two years
later, Abstract Art Exhibition: Japan and U.S.A. (1955) was held at the museum as
a reciprocal gesture following the 18th Annual American Abstract Artists
exhibition (Riverside Museum, New York, 1954), which Hasegawa had played
an ambassadorial role in organizing. American artists were invited to exhibit
in Japan, and the venue presented not only abstract art from both countries but
also works of avant-garde calligraphy.

In these exhibitions, Hasegawa participated as an exhibiting artist. At the
same time, his wide-ranging network of contacts in Japan and overseas,
together with his deep understanding of modern art, made him essential to the
realization of these projects. The activities chronicled in the exhibition records

highlight the importance of Hasegawa’s work as a curator.
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- ABSTRACT ART

SABURO HASEGAWA

L'IDEE ET L' ESPRIT
DE LART MODERNE

By, HLWISEOEE iR REL 72
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REBEREHAOHERE/ — (1926-29 FtF)
FREAFEFZFERRIZBLSFvSU—
Lecture notes from his years at Tokyo Imperial
University, c. 1926-1929, Konan Gakuen Saburo
Hasegawa Memorial Gallery

RANZB [T TRS VM7= 7 R U THE 19374
Hasegawa Saburo, Abstract Art, Atelier-sha, 1937
A= M#H5 LWz R3F51) BARE MM,
1948 &

Hasegawa Saburo, A Guide to Looking at

New Painting, Nihon Bijutsu Shuppan, 1948
ERN=ZMIELY - 7—FEREE, 19505
Hasegawa Saburo, Modern Art, Tokyodo, 1950

RANN=EB ML OB ORIEM IR, 1951 F
Hasegawa Saburo, The Beauty of New Forms,
Bijutsu Shuppansha, 1951

RA)N=Z8B MRAEM - EBH e SEIATH, 1952F
Hasegawa Saburo, Contemporary Art:

Theory and Appreciation, Sogensha, 1952

M
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Section 3: writing

Alongside his work as a painter, Hasegawa produced an extensive body of
writing. It ranged broadly, addressing Western art, including Raphael, Klee,
Kandinsky, Rousseau, Picasso, Mondrian, and Arp, and Japanese art, including
Sesshu and Tawaraya Sotatsu, as well as reviews of contemporary exhibitions.
In particular, one of his major publications, Abstract Art (Atelier-sha, 1937),
is widely recognized as the first full-fledged theoretical study of abstract art
in Japan. As seen in “Avant-Garde Art and the Classics of the East” (Mizue,
no. 384, February 1937), Hasegawa was a thinker who continuously probed the
essence of art while engaging with cultures of various eras and regions.

After World War II, Hasegawa published numerous books outlining
developments in modern art and new approaches to viewing painting, including
A Guide to Looking at New Painting (Nihon Bijutsu Shuppan, 1948), Modern Art
(Tokyodo, 1950), The Beauty of New Forms (Bijutsu Shuppansha, 1951), and
Contemporary Art: Theory and Appreciation (Sogensha, 1952).

Here, we present a selection focused on Hasegawa’s writings, including
handwritten manuscripts. His lecture notes from his time at Tokyo Imperial

University offer insight into the formative stages of his thinking.
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