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Foreword

Maera Kanji (1896-1930) created highly individualistic paintings
which he based on his theory of realism integrating “texrure,”
“volume,” and ‘“reality” — aspects which he learned from the tradition
of Western art—and in which he merged this realism with poetic
sentiment. Thus possessing both realism and poetry, his art was
essentially different from the gently realistic or subjective expressions
that had occupied the mainstream of Japanese Western-style painting
until then and made a tremendous impact on contemporary art
circles.

Maeta’s career, which spanned an all-too brief period of some
ten-odd years, unfolded in two different arenas: the Teiten (Exhibi-
tion of the Imperial Academy of Fine Arts) and the 1930 Society.
These two groups, in a sense, were at opposite poles within the
contemporary art world in Japan, with the former of course being the
most authoritative forum at the time and the latter being what may
be described as a study group formed by Maeta and some fellow
artists he had become acquainted with during his period’ of study in
Paris to seek a new pictorial expression. Participating in both, Maeta
mostly exhibited works that demonstrated the successful outcomes of
his artistic theories at the Teiten exhibitions and his experimental
works at the exhibitions of the 1930 Society. He persistently pursued
a scientific way of thinking while at the same time being strongly
attracted to the poetic. This duality of character is no doubt the basis
that makes his art so special.

This exhibition features 100 works by Maeta, including 73
representative oil paintings spanning the period from his early career
to his last years, in addition to his drawings. They have been classified
and presented by subject-matter—a constitution that has never been
attempted in any previous exhibition of his works.

We have divided the works into three major chapters— Chapter
I: Portraits; Chapter II: Still Life; and Chaprer III: Landscape —and
have further subdivided Chapter I into the four sections of [1]
Children and family, [ 2] Laborers, [3] Women, and [4] Nudes.
Thus, we hope to explore from a contemporary viewpoint the
essence of Maeta’s art, which oscillated so complexly between the
two poles of “poetry” and “form.”

We wish to express our sincere appreciation to the family of
Maeta Kanji, who gave us their complete cooperation in the
organization of this exhibition, to the Tottori Prefectural Museum
and the Kurayoshi Museum, which are striving to make the greatness
of Maeta's art known even more widely, and to the various collectors
and museums who generously agreed to the loan of their valuable
works.

May 1999
The Organizers
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Maeta Kanji:
Painting and the Attainment of Greater Profundity

Saburoh Hasegawa

From the 1910s to the early 1930s, there was a group of
Japanese artists who while blessed with outstanding talent,
unfortunately perished while still young. Despite the briefness
of their careers that seem like fleeting, momentary flashes of
light, they were painters and sculptors who left decisive imprints
on the history of modern Japanese art that should never be
forgotten. Many of their names come immediately to mind,
together with vivid images of their works. Maeta Kanji (1896-
1930), without a doubt, is one such artist. In contrast to Aoki
Shigeru, Nakamura Tsune, or Saeki Yuzo (who in various
respects we may consider closest to Maeta), however, the
images of Maera’s works that are evoked in our minds when we
hear his name may be quite different for each of us.

We may, for example, recall his portrayals of lovable chil-
dren, all innocence itself, or his sullen laborers with their sharp
eyes, his portraits of women that emanate a decorous, classical
tranquillity, or his robust nudes reclining on their beds. In oil
painting technique, moreover, his works may be rendered with
a broad, pointillistic touch, carefully finished with thin, transpar-
ent layers of paint, or composed of large, strong areas of color
painted masterfully with a palette knife. From the viewpoint of
art historical criticism, they may be imbued with aspects of
Realism or Classicism, or have an evident Expressionistic or
Fauvist character. Indeed such characteristics are what demon-
strate Maeta’s continued pursuit of painting and, with it, the
attainment of greater profundity.!

Maeta’s full-scale efforts as an artist spanned a brief period of
less than five years in Japan, following his repatriation after the
two-and-a-half years from 1923 to 1925 he spent studying in
Paris, until his death ac the age of 33. During that time,
however, his style always continued to be multi-layered while
simultaneously undergoing constant transformation. Maeta’s
artistic activities, which seem to be a complex intertwining of
various formal considerations and attempts at their actual
application, today still—or perhaps we should more rightly say,
today more than ever—present scholars with difficult issues to
solve.? Not unusually among the generation who grew to
adulthood under the influence of the Shirakaba (“White Birch™)
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School, Maeta’s very start as a painter began with his admiration
of Van Gogh and Cézanne—the former whom the Expressioni
sts revered as their forerunner and the latter who inspired the
Cubists.

The influence of these two artists became manifested even
more clearly in Maeta’s works after his arrival in France, with
his interest in Cézanne even rtually directing him towards the
study of Cubism and his admiration for Van Gogh remaining as
a love harbored within him throughout his life. Mitani Takashi,
an authority on Maeta, has pointed our the artist’s attempts to
merge elements from the art of Cézanne and Van Gogh in his
European works and has explained how Van Gogh's influence
continued to exist as an undercurrent in Maeta’s art until his
final years, occasionally surfacing in a manifest way.® Maeta’s
study of Cubism then turned him toward the investigation of the
art historical development of nineteenth-century French paint-
ing and led him to discover Manet, Courbet, and Ingres. It is
well known that the artist whom Maeta most admired was the
Realist Courbet—an admiration in which the ideological influ-
ence of Fukumoto Kazuo played a large role. This discovery of
Realism, however, at the same time signified Maeta’s contact
with the very core of Western painting tradition that had
continued since the Renaissance. The concept of “reality” which
Maeta held so important was indeed the self-evident principle of
Western art in the modern age.

Despite his highest admiration for Courbet, however, the
French Realist’s influence actually is not very perceptible in
Maeta’s art except in the ideological aspect, in his choice of
such subject-matter as laborers. As far as we can see in Maeta’
s realistic rendering and the resulting style he arrained in the
portraits of women he did during the latter half of his stay in
Europe, Maeta seems instead to have been approaching more
the solid,
quartrocento painting. These portraits, which are not anything

simple yet sculptural  formal expressions of
like the works of Courbet, make us recall the paintings of
Picasso’s Neoclassical period with their mortifs of women of the
classical antique type, also done in the first half of the 1920s.
Whether Maeta’s style therefore was an inevitable outcome of
his nature or a reflection of his time is a question that can only
be answered by corroborating research. In any case, it is at least
certain that the realism Maeta pursued must have been the
antithesis of the Impressionistic realism that formed the main-
stream of Japanese Western-style painting at the time. Further-
more, we can see clearly from the style of Maeta’s early works

that the realistic direction promoted by the Sodosha was also



totally at odds with his inborn artistic sensibilities.

As we have emphasized by the organization of the works in
the present exhibition, the theme of “portraits” forms the
nucleus of Maeta Kanji’s art. In this exhibition, his portraits
have been categorized and organized into sections of children
and family, laborers, women, and nudes. While representative
works from Maeta’s oeuvre can of course be found in each
category, one subject that as a whole occupied the position of
greatest importance for him was the nude.

Among the articles left by Maeta after his death that were
carefully preserved and handed down are several dozen photo-
graphs of works of art. They are all monochrome photographs
of about 19X24cm taken by Buloz and other photographers
and believed to have been sold at places like the Louvre.
Notably, the majority of these photographs are of famous
paintings of nudes, among them Sleeping Venus by Giorgione,
Venus and the Organ Player by Titian, Venus at Her Mirror by
Veliazquez, The Naked Maja by Goya, and Bathsheba by Rem-
brandt. Also included are Eve by Van Eyck and Direr and Venus
by Cranach, as well as, of course, works by Ingres, Courbet,
Manet, and Renoir. Photographs of artworks other than paint-
ings include those of such antique sculpture as Venus of Cyrene
and Crouching Aphrodite by Doidalsas. These photographs com-
municate to us Maeta’s extraordinary interest in the theme of
the nude and his earnest attitude toward study.

Maerta’s collection of photographs brings to mind an incident
as recollected by Nakano Kazutaka, a classmate of Maeta’s at
the Tokyo School of Fine Arts: “Just before returning to Japan,
he [Maeta] said quietly to me in a corridor of the Louvre,
‘Nakano, try and paint just one picture like this one.” The
picture was Eva Prima Pandora, a number 80 canvas by a
fifteenth-century French painter named Cousin. I personally feel
it impossible to overlook the fact that all the female nudes
Maeta ever painted during his lifetime always have something in
common with this painting.”* This painting, Eva Prima Pandora
(after 1538, Musée du Louvre), attributed to Jean Cousin the
Elder (ca 1490-ca 1560), depicts the first woman as a bewitch-
ingly attractive, recumbent nude set within a mysterious atmo-
sphere and painted with an intricate, Manneristic technique.
Despite Nakano's statement, however, not one of Maeta’s
nudes seems to resemble this famous Mannerist painting, for
needless to say, it was not a commonness in style or technique
that Nakano had perceived. Maeta once wrote, “Whenever I
stand before a masterpiece, I always look first at ‘what exists
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there.””® No doubt Maeta was speaking here of the feeling of
“reality.” By “something in common,” Nakano may indeed have
been referring to that mysterious moment when the figure

seems to really exist before us. It was not surprising, therefore,
that we also found a photograph of Eva Prima Pandora in Maeta’

s photo collection. (Director, Aichi Prefectural Museum of Art)

Notes:

1) Maera Kanji, “1930 Nen kyokai no setsuritsu” (Founding of the 1930soci-
ety), Chuo Bijutsu, June 1926, p. 173.

2) Tomiyama Hideo, “Jobun—Maeta Kanji no nokoshitakoto” (Preface—
whatMaeta Kanji left to us), Maeta Kanji sakubinshu (A collection of
MaeraKanji's works), Bijutsu Shuppansha, 1996, p. 7.

3) Mitani Takashi, “Maeta Kanji no realism no teiryu” (The undercurrents in
Maeta Kanji's realism), Maeta Kanji zuroku (A calatogue of Maeta Kanji’
sworks), Ishibashi Museum of Art, October 1990, pp. 8-15.

4) Nakano Kazutaka, “Taifursu jidai no Maeta-kun” (Maeta during his per-
iodin France), Ginza garo news (Ginza gallery news), no. 1, April 1, 1935.

5) Maeta, “1930 Nen kyokai no setsuritsu.”

Translator’s note: The names of Japanese artists in the text are given in traditional
Japanese order, with family name first.
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