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Shirakura Niho



Introduction

| have long been interested in the work of Shirakura Niho (1896-1974) and was elated when approached a
few years ago by the curator of the Tenmon Museum who asked for our cooperation in putting together an
exhibition honoring the life-work of the artist for the 50th anniversary of his death. This is the first major
retrospective to be held on this unique painter, and we are proud to be working with the museum while
concurrently hosting this exhibition in our Kura Monzen Gallery in Kyoto, just a few blocks, in fact, from the
original Kyoto studio of Niho.

Way back in the pre-internet 1990s, with very little in English on Japanese art, and unable to afford those few
books that were pubished on the subject, | began my studies with old catalogs from the early 20th century
which were readily available second hand at the time, as the era had yet to be explored. This was before the
interest in Taisho art, and these mostly black and white but occasionally colorized texts were practically free. |
found myself being constantly drawn as | thumbed through them to paintings by certain artists, Yano
Tetsuzan, Kono Shuson, Mizuta Kenzan --- One of these painters whose easily identifiable style consistently
caught my eye was an artist named Shirakura Niho. His work, seemed to be quite often reproduced, not just
in the main Nitten catalogs or Nanga-in Ten catalogs, but in magazines and art chronicles like Asah/ Graph and
Aki no Geijutsu, much more so than other artists of his generation, and | felt there must have been some
veneration for his work, which did, indeed, stand out as quite distinct in comparison to most other landscape
artists. What was it about his work which was so unique? The characters were elusive, as a half-remembered
dream in the early morning, wispy and ethereal, already disappearing before the form has taken shape in a
vague forest of misty color.

Oddly it seemed that in modern times few really knew much about Shirakura Niho. This is in fact not as
surprising as it sounds, when one realizes the sheer devastation in Japan following the Second World War, the
annihilation of a generation through a decade of attrition, impoverishment of the nation, and the dramatic
changes born from that time on Japanese society as a whole; traditional arts in particular. Defeat saw the
citizenry shy away from the recent past, all that was pre-war associated with a collective shame. The arts did
an oblique, exploring new avenues of expression, both exciting, innovative and devastating all at the same
time.

Recent re-evaluation of Japanese art from the first half of the 20th century has born a rediscovery of Shirakura
Niho, the artist receiving mention in scholarly publications, his works entering a number of important
international museums since the start of the new century.

| would like to invite you to take a walk with us through the ephemeral landscapes born of his mind. Visit the
hermits in their thatched dwellings, brush shoulders with the sage on his mountain path, sit with the scholar

taking tea in the vastness of nature, take a deep breath, hold it, and let yourself get lost in the wilderness.



Shirakura Kinichiro (Kinro, Niho or Jiho, Kanyu, 1896-1974) was born the first son of lawyer and
scholar Shirakura Shigeichi in the former castle town of Shibata city, Niigata on October 2nd
1896. His father was a noted Kangakusha. Kangaku was the pre-modern Japanese study of
China; the counterpart of Kokugaku (Japanese Studies) and Yogaku or Rangaku (Western or
"Dutch” Studies).

He was initially inducted into the Nanga school of painting at the age of 12 (by Japanese count)
under Hattori Goro. Kinichiro quit school and moved to Tokyo at the age of 17, entering the
Mitzuye school of Oshita Tojiro in Western Qil painting and learning western style watercolor
under Ishii Hakutei. Two years later in 1914 his oil paintings “Evening in the Fishing Village" and
“Drying Wood at the Bayside” were first accepted into the 8th Bunten National Exhibition under
the name Kinro. That same year his work “Light in Winter” was honared in the Tokyo Taisho
Hakurankai Exposition. In 1915 his watercolors "Going to the Ocean” and “Cooling” were again
accepted into the 9th Bunten National Exhibition where they were awarded Nyusen status.
Despite his initial successes, he paled on Western painting and in 1917 decided to return to the
Nanga school joining his initial teacher Hattori Goro who had relocated to Kyoto, the former
capitol and cultural heartland of the archipelago. It was from Goro that he received the name
Niho (Two valleys) after the Ninouji Mountain overlooking his hometown. Two years later
Hattori fell ill, and Niho moved by introduction to study under Tajika Chikuson. His work was
first accepted into the newly reformed 1st Teiten National Art Exhibition, successor to the
aforementioned Bunten. A set of 12 album paintings in the gallery collection mounted on a
screen from this era reflecting the influence of these two mentors are signed equally both Kinro
and Niho, and we can say that it was from 1920 that he officially adopted the name Niho. Also,
from around this time he began signing his paintings with the prefix Kamonishi Kochi-kyo (He
of the high pond of Kamonishi).

1921 would be a fortuitous year for the young artist. He met his future mentor Komura Suiun
and, along with Suiun, Ikeda Keisen, Yano Kyoson, Mizuta Chikuho, Mitsui Hanzan, and Kono
Shuson he became a founding member of the Nihon Nanga-In society of literati artists,
submitting to the first national Nanga-In Ten exhibition. That same year his first collection of
paintings was published, and he began a two year journey in China, which had become a Mecca
for Japanese artists. His work from this era is mystical and full of color. The following year he
would exhibit two paintings at the Nanga-in and his painting "Deep Autumn” would be

awarded Nyusen status at the 4th Teiten.



His 2nd teacher, Tajika Chikuson, passed away and whether it was this loss or his travels is
unknown, but he submitted no works for public viewing in 1923. However, he is back again in
1924 debuting two works in the Nanga-In Ten and his submission is again awarded Nyusen
status at the 6th Teiten followed by the same award in 1925 at the 7th Teiten.

He would consistently display at the Nihon Nanga-In until 1938. In 1926 he would move to the
tutelage of Komura Suiun in Tokyo, and be awarded at the Fist Shotoku Taishi Art Exhibition. He
would be awarded again at the 8th and 9th and 10th Teiten exhibitions in 1927, 28 and 29
respectively, receiving Tokusen status for this last work, and again in 1930 at the 11th Teiten.
He received Nyusen at the 2nd Shotoku Taishi Ten also held in 1930. That year his first mentor
Hattori Goro dies.

There is a consistent move away from the grandeur of his early works during this time, and his
paintings grow ever more sparse as we enter into the 1930s. The washes of color grow thin, and
there is an increasing emphasis on Ma (empty space).

He would be awarded every year until 1934 at the Teiten, but would begin another 2 years of
travel in China in 1935. The national exhibition would be reorganized in 1935, and he would be
awarded there consistently until 1940. He began exhibiting at the newly formed Nanga Renmei
Exhibition in 1937 and in 1938 he established his own art salon. In 1940 the Shinjuku Isetan Art
Gallery would host a solo exhibition. That same year he would change his name from Niho to
Kanyu. The following year he would serve as a judge at the National Exhibition, and his
submission from that year is held in the collection of the Korean National Museum. From this
time, he would dramatically expand his production, widely exhibiting in various venues, holding
expositions with the students of his salon and publishing. It is believed that for at least part of
the war years, he returned to Niigata prefecture. In 1945 Niho (Kanyu) is 50 years old by the
Japanese count. His third mentor, Komura Suiun, dies, Tokyo is in ruins and Japan surrenders to
the Americans ending the Second World War.

Following this time, with the country depleted and struggling to rebuild, his submissions grow
sporadic, exhibiting in a limited manner with the Nitten, successor to the Bunten/Teiten National
exhibitions in 1946, 49, 53, 54 56, 58 and last in 1962. His style also undergoes a fundamental
change, exploiting the western style water-coloring he had studied as a youth in a dappled style
with little Ma. He held solo exhibitions at the Shirakiya in Nipponbashi district of Tokyo and
Daimaru in Kyoto in the late 1950s. He was recognized in the English language book "Who's
Who Among Japanese Artists” published in 1961 as one of the important artists to visit when in
Japan. He lived a secluded life from 1962 until his death in 1974 at the age of 78.

His final known painting, of Nijo castle, created in 1972 is held in the Kyoto prefectural Archives.
Other work by him is held in the collections of the National Museum of Modern Art in Tokyo,
the Kyoto Municipal Kyocera Museum, the Nigata Prefectural Museum of Art, the Tenmon
Museum in Osaka, the Korean National Museum in Seoul, the Smithsonian in Washington DC,
the Metropolitan Museum of Art New York, the Minneapolis Institute of Art, the Honolulu

Museum of Art and the Kaluz Museum in Mexico City among others.
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Size:35cm X 35cm
Description: Light color on Silk
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Size:124.5cm X 349cm
Description:Pigment on Paper



A set of 12 landscapes, originally likely created as an accordion album later
mounted onto a six panel screen. Painted in a manner reflecting the
conservative style of his teacher Hattori Goro, all the images are dated 1920,
half signed Kinro, the other half signed Niho, and it is by this we might
determine that it was during the production of this album in the summer of
1920 that he began using the name Niho.



12 Album pages










Size:42.5cm X 51cm
Description: Pigment on Silk:
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Size:34cm X 36.5¢m
Description:Ink & Pigment on Silk
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Size:138.2cm X 41.5¢cm
Description:Ink & Pigment on Silk
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Size:37cmX41cm
Description:Ink & Pigment on Silk
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A Pair of scrolls

A Pair of scrolls depicting hermits in an
idyllic landscape, sage of the plum forest
and sage sage of the bamboo forest. The
silk mounting is in the fresh green of
Spring and yellowing green of Autumn
respectively, both sharing the same
patterns woven into the cloth.

TTRREER

Size:127cm X 26¢m
Description:Ink & Pigment on Silk
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Size’126.8cm X 26¢m
Description:Ink & Pigment on Silk
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Size:126cm X 36¢m
Description:Ink & Pigment on Silk



RAR R

Size: 145¢m X 36¢m
Description:Ink & Pigment on Silk







BRALE

Description:Ink & Pigment




RERZR

Size:137cn X 41.2cm
Description : Ink,Gofun & Light color on Silk



FILER

Size:130.5cm X 28cm
Description:Ink & Light color on Silk
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Size:123cmX 28cm
Description:Ink & Light color on Silk



No.21 EEEH

Size:43.5cm42.8cm N
Description:Ink & Light color on Silk =%
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Size:127.2cm X 33.5¢m
Description:Ink,Gofun & Light color on Silk



ErEZAr

Size:127cm X 28cm
Description:Ink,Gofun & Light color on Silk



FRERER

Size:37cm X42.5cm
Description:Ink & Pigment on Silk




ElLESEX

Size:30cm X 39.3cm
A Description:Ink on Paper
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Size:41em X 50cm

Description:Ink,Gofun & nght cblgr on S|Ik ‘\\
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Size:45.5¢cm X 50.5¢m
Description:Ink & Light color on Silk




HRS

Size:42cm X 42.5¢m
Description:Ink & Light color on Silk




(ESYIEED)

Size128em X 27cm
Description:Ink & Light color on Silk



ESIEEa

Size:116cm X 28.3¢m
Description:Pigment on Silk
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Size:43.5cmX51cm
Description: Pigment on Silk



A boxed set of 4 landscape scrolls showing a variety of his styles
to date exhibited at the Nihon Nanga Inten in 1936

7 QAR

Size:47.6cm X 52cm
Description:Ink & Light color on Paper






HREES

Size47.3emX52cm
Description:Ink & Light color on Paper



FIES

Size:47.3cm X 52cm
Description:Ink & Light color on Paper



EFRNIRE]

Size:46cm X 50.7cm
Description :Pigment on Silk




FeanLy

Description:Pigment



This last category of artworks is, by far, the most unusual and difficult to find,
but ever so rewarding, like jewels in the collection.

In the later 19th and early 20th century the borders between craftsmen were
much less severe. Literati influence demanded that an artist be adept at
multiple pursuits. 7enkoku (seal carving), painting, Shodo (calligraphy), kado
(flower arranging), Poetry, musical instruments martial arts and sword
connoisseurship were all considered part and parcel to the literati lifestyle,
often with some aspects of Zen meditation. Understanding of the Confucian
classics, Sino-studies and an ability to hold one’s liquor!

In addition to literati pursuits, it was not uncommon for artists, priests, and
prominent figures to apply their brush to decorative items which furnished
the spare rooms of the Japanese domicile at the time.

Here are several examples of items for daily use decorated by Shirakura Niho.






EER

Size:20cmX 7.6¢n

Tabaco-bon smoking set, the “bon” containing a Hi-ire ceramic urn for
containing a burning coal, and a bamboo pipe tap. The trays are decorated
with colorful landscapes by Shirakura Niho.



e
Size:5cm X 6¢cm X 6¢m

Set of Tea Cups made by the 19th generation Unrinin Hozan
uniquely decorated with seasonal flora and accompanying verses in
Sometsuke blue by Shirakura Niho.

BIEXE =

Size:19.5cm X 19.5¢m X 4.5¢cm

Kashiki Sweets Dish decorated with plum blossoms by Shirakura Niho

Photos by: Tomas Svab
23AF Studio
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KURA
MONZEN

23 Murasakino, Monzencho,

Kita Ward, Kyoto 603-8216
www.modernjapaneseceramics.com
www.the-kura.com




