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Reconsidering the ‘Art of Life’ Debate

— Discourse on Shintoku Yamawaki's “Railway Station in the Morning”

MATSUMOTO, Katsuya

Abstract

In the end of the Meiji era, Western arts began to have a major influence on Western-style painting circles
in Japan. In the midst of the trend, the third Art Exhibition was held by the Department of Education in 1909.
At the exhibition, Shintoku Yamawaki displayed “Railway Station in the Morning”.

In the beginning, the oil painting did not receive much attention of the exhibition reviewers. However, the
situation drastically changed when several art experts praised "Railway Station in the Morning" in art maga-
zines. Artists with different values critiqued the work, which caused controversy.

In this paper, I deal with the controversy called the “Art Brut” debates and try to reconsider it. Praisers of
“Railway Station in the Morning” includes Bernard Howell Leach,Kafu Nagai, and Kotaro Takamura, who be-
came a main debater in the controversy. Another reason why the work attracted so much attention was that
several experts praised it comparing Yamawaki to Claude Monet. On the contrary, Hakutei Ishii, Tsunetomo
Morita and others lowly evaluated the work as well as its high reputation. Especially, Hakutei Ishii criticized
“Railway Station in the Morning,” using the concept of “local colors” as the evaluation axis.

In this paper, I examine the historical significance of the controversy by investigating and analyzing not
only the statements by major artists but also the discourses surrounding them at the time.
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