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Western Art Enchanting the Japanese in the Taisho Era
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Abstract

The literary magazine Shirakaba, first issued in April 1910, is well known for introducing
new trends into Japanese literature. However, it also played an important role in illuminating
a variety of Western paintings and painters, presenting them in plates to the Japanese in
the Meiji-Taisho era. In its early issues, Shirakaba reviewed mainly impressionist and post-
impressionist paintings and painters, such as van Gogh, Cezanne, Gauguin, Manet, and Klimt; it
also included some biographies or critical study articles written by young students of art history
and aesthetics, such as Kikuo Kojima and Jiro Abe. Moreover, from its third year, it began to
publish serially the translation of Noa Noa by Paul Gauguin: its translator, Magane Koizumi,
would later become an editor of the magazine, and play a great role in presenting old master
paintings with summary biographies and critical notes. These included works by great masters
such as Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, Rembrandt, and also Tintoretto, El Greco, Diirer,
Giotto, and other Italian and Northern Renaissance painters. Koizumi's critical manner was not
historical or chronological, but synchronal and aesthetical. Possibly influenced by a new trend
of aesthetics of the period, Koizumi presented old master painters and paintings in the issues as
they had transcendent artistic value in his world.

Unfortunatelly, due to the disaster of Great Kanto Erthquake that occurred on September
1, 1923, Shirakaba was compelled to suspend publication, and was subsequently discontinued.

We have little information regarding Koizumi's activities after its discontinuation, but as
far as is known, he went to Taiwan, where he remained for a few years with natives. In 1932
he published The Scenery and Customs of Natives in Taiwan, and in the following year, The
Local Customs of Natives in Taiwan. He was not originally a cultural anthropologist; however,
probably inspired by the experiences of Gauguin in Tahiti that Koizumi himself had translated
into Japanese, he seemed to adopt the painter’s manner as a flying artist. It is delightful to
consider that Gauguin’'s encounter with the Tahitians led to the further encounter of a Japanese
young man with Taiwan natives, through a book acting as a transcendent vehicle of foreign

culture.
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Jahrhundert, Minchen: G. Hirth, 1893-1894; id, 7he History of Modern Painting, 3 vols, English ed., London:
Henry and Co., 1895-1896; Heinrich Wolflin, op. cit., 1899.
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