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Matsumura Mifuyu was born in Tokyo to an artistic family. Her father, Ishii Hakutei, a print maker, Western-
style painter, and art critic, strove to introduce the spirit of modern European painting to Japan. He added
watercolor brushwork to traditional woodblock prints and became a pioneer of the shin-hanga (new print)
movement. Matsumura’s paternal grandfather, Ishii Teiko, and her maternal great-grandfather, Suzuki Gako,
were also well-known painters. In addition to being influenced by her family, Matsumura received a formal
art education, graduating from the fine arts division of Tokyo’s Bunka Gakuin in 1939. This environment
fostered her solid foundation, combining training in Western academic realism and interest in contemporary
European art.

Lady Reading was completed in 1938 when the artist was twenty years old and still receiving formal art
training. Compared with her father’s realist portrait style, Matsumura tended toward intimate, introspective,
everyday subject matter, and rather than presenting women as objects to be observed, she emphasized self-
awareness and subjective emotion within tranquil settings. This perspective was in keeping with the social
climate of the early Showa period, when women were gradually entering the domains of education and
culture. Therefore, her portraits of women focus on her subjects’ emotional states in specific circumstances
rather than technical sophistication.

Subject matter for the painting was drawn from a quiet moment in daily life—a young woman calmly sitting
in an arm chair with upright, natural posture and absorbed in reading the book in her hands. Matsumura
framed the scene with the precision of a photographer, preserving an ordinary moment with compositional
clarity. The subject is centered within the composition, while the simple monochromatic bluish-gray
background offsets the woman’s orange, brown, and white striped top with bright reddish-orange ribbed
cuffs and hem, paired with a deep maroon skirt. The subject’s Western dress, together with her short curled
hair, presents an image of a modern woman. This color combination not only reflects the influence of
Western fashion on women’s clothing of the 1930s, but also creates a striking yet harmonious effect against
the painting’s cool gray background.

In her brushwork, Matsumura, rather than pursuing a detailed realist depiction, tended toward a flattened,
decorative effect, especially in rendering the folds of clothing and modeling of skin, where simplified lines
and layered areas of color are seen. Her style carries traces of both her family tradition and academic
training, as well as reflects the influence of Impressionist—and even Realist—painting from Europe.
This approach is also typical of Japanese yoga painting, which assimilated the flatness of ukiyo-e while
incorporating Western techniques.

The focused expression in Lady Reading suggests that women of Matsumura’s age and social class had
begun to cultivate the habit of reading and were increasingly able to devote their time and energy to
intellectual pursuits. In this new era, women emerged as active consumers of knowledge and participants in
cultural life, gradually freeing themselves from the constraints of traditional family roles. Beginning in 1939,
Matsumura embarked on six en plein-air drawing tours of China, and in the late 1960s, spent four extended
periods in Europe creating art. Lady Reading not only presents Matsumura’s mastery of form and technique
but also provides evidence of how women artists forged an artistic language between the inherited yoga
tradition and their own lived experience. The painting also serves as an important example for the Museum’s
research on Japanese women artists and early Showa Japanese ydga painting. (Seeing Wu)
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