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The transition of Realism in Modern Japanese Painting and Its Potential Today
: Focusing on the Perspective of Shasei

by
Shinya Shirasuna

ABSTRACT

This study analyzes realism in modern Japanese painting and considers its current ideal
form. Realism, here, refers to the nature of the objective in depiction of life in pictorial arts. Modern
paintings have emphasized autonomy, abandoning nature behind and moving towards abstraction.
However, the depiction of nature remains fundamental to painting, and continues to motivate the
artist. To consider this issue in Japanese painting, it is first necessary to understand the transition of
realism in modern Japanese painting. There have been studies of the history of modern Japanese
painting and of western art from the pespective of realism. However, the researcher has not found
any study of the history of modern Japanese painting from the realism perspective. Therefore, this
study aims to advance research in two areas, by analyzing the works of several modern Japanese
painters from the viewpoint of realism and, subsequently, examining how contemporary Japanese
painters should deal with nature.

The first part is covered in Chapters 1 through 5. Here we distinguish between
“realism” as in its Western form and shasei (drawing from life) as a tradition in Oriental painting,
and analyze the process by which the latter is reinterpreted as “realism” in the history of modern
Japanese painting. Specifically, this research is divided into five chapters, i.e., from the beginning of
Japanese painting at the end of the 19th century to the post-war period where its decline is discussed,
each chapter focusing on one painter. Chapters 1 and 2 describe the internalization of “realism” by
modern Japanese painters in the shasei school. The first chapter examines how Seiho Takeuchi of
Kyoto merged “realism” into western-style painting and began to paint landscapes. Chapter 2 shows
how Chikkyo Ono, a student of Seiho, discovered landscape in nature by internalizing the visual
form of landscape painting and began to paint it as an expression of his modern individuality.
Chapters 3 and 4 reveal the conflict between realism as an expression of individualism and
traditional Japanese painting. Chapter 3 deals with how Hyakusui Hirafuku’s shasei principle led to
its positioning as a traditional style of Japanese painting. Shasei here denotes those works that have
been reinterpreted in the modern sense through the lens of “realism”. Chapter 4 explains how the

ambivalence of such shasei traps Heithachiro Hukuda’s paintings between individuality and tradition.



Chapter 5 describes why the prewar theory of shasei was lost after the war. The postwar Japanese
painter Kaii Higashiyama focused on westernized landscapes, indicating that the essence of realism
in modern Japanese painting was indeed that of Western painting.
The second area of research is described in the concluding chapter. This section

summarizes the transition of realism in modern Japanese painting and compares it with Isson
Tanaka’s realism in relativizing modern realism. It sheds light on Isson’s realism as de-
modernization. The realism of modern Japanese painting as analyzed up to Chapter 5 was shasei as a
subspecies of “realism” reinterpreted through the realism of Western painting; it rather functioned as
an expression of individuality by reflecting the sense and sensibility of the painter. Today, however,
the development of various visual media is eroding the privileged status of the painter’s inner eye.
Such sensualistic modern shasei does not find a place in the 21st century. By contrast, Isson’s
realism ceased to be shasei as an expression of individualism, and he began to draw life simply as
depiction, as the subject is observed. Therefore, this study concludes that Isson’s type of realism is

effective in maintaining realism as an objective in the 21st century.
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