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Born in Shizuoka Prefecture, Japan, Ishikawa Kinichiro was the first person to teach Western-
style painting in Taiwan during the Japanese occupation. Over the course of two stays in Taiwan
(1907-1916 and 1924-1932), Ishikawa became an important driving force in the development of
art and art education in Taiwan through his work as an educator at the National Language School
of the Taiwan Governor-General’s Office and Taipei Teachers’ Academy, as an advisor to several
independent arts organizations, and in planning and promoting the Taiwan Fine Arts Exhibition
(Taiwan bijutsu tenrankai, or Taiten).

As a junior high school student, Ishikawa began studying the Nanga and Nihonga styles of
Japanese painting and the English language. In 1891, he joined the Meiji Fine Art Society, Japan’s
first non-governmental arts organization led by Western-style painters returning from their studies
in Europe or the United States. In 1898, he resigned from his job to travel to Britain and study
traditional English watercolor painting under Sir Alfred East (1849-1913), and it was during this
period that he established his own distinctive style of painting. In 1906, as his translation work
in China’s Northeast drew to a close at the end of the Russo-Japanese War, he began writing a
column titled Techniques for Watercolor Sketch for an arts magazine. His watercolors were being
selected for different Tokyo fairs and for the Bunten(a precursor to the Imperial Art Exhibition),
an exhibition organized by the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, establishing him as a
representative painter of Japanese watercolor movement at its height.

Watercolor was Ishikawa Kinichiro’s most intuitive creative medium, and because water-soluble
pigments were easy to manage and the standardized tubes in which they were sold easy to
carry, Ishikawa enthusiastically promoted this medium in Japan and Taiwan that could be used
at anytime and anywhere. Two of Ishikawa Kinichiro’s works recently donated to the Museum
collection include one painted during the artist’s travels in Tianjin, China, in 1921, and another
created after he returned to Japan in 1932.

Tianjin maintained open ports from 1860-1945, and China successively signed concession
treaties with nine countries, which resulted in nations with foreign administrative powers and
extraterritorial rights in Tianjin and within the nation of China. The French concession had the
highest concentration of large-scale public constructions, as well as a richly complex urbanity.
In his painting French Concession in Tianjin, China, Ishikawa locates the concession’s Western
architecture with its tall chimneys at the center to emphasize its monumentality, and flanked it
in the foreground with crowds of people busily loading and unloading goods, or simply passing
through, to present a colorful depiction of bustling street life. Peeking out from behind the
western buildings, the Romanesque dome topped with a cross may be St. Joseph Cathedral,
which lay at the center of Tianjin’s Roman Catholic parish and was constructed in 1916. Ishikawa
has replaced the green of the copper dome with purple, which not only adeptly highlights a
distinguishing feature of this locality, but also subtly integrates it with the focal architecture of
the painting to emphasize the lively scene in its foreground. A Catholic cathedral in the French
concession, whose name was transliterated into Japanese using a Kanji character meaning
“Buddha,” might also reveal Ishikawa’s sly sense of humor.

The second work, Springtime in Tokyo, depicts a vernal scene on the outskirts of Tokyo. Under a
pleasantly purple-hued sky, warm ochre earth in the foreground is enriched with tufts of green
grass painted with simple brushstrokes. In the midground, the trees are so replete with leaves as
to be nearly black and are held high with forthright and graceful trunks, a scene to which Ishikawa
added only a few specks of tender green to color the atmosphere. In front of a thatched house,
hidden at the fore of the lush woods, is a figure making his way with a heavy load, seemingly
laden with success. A multitude of life’s flavors, including toil tinged with joy, is poetically
rendered in the crisp spring chill. These two works are a testament to Ishikawa Kinichiro’s ability
to instantly grasp the essence of scenes and objects, and of his application of Western painting
and Nanga techniques to vividly express the aesthetics of the natural world. (Fang Mei-Ching)
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