




















Fireflies at Ochanomizu, 1880

A roofed pleasure boat slowly floats down the water at twilight. Despite the
summer pastime’s bucolic association, the setting is Kanda River, in the heart of
the city. In this composition, Kiyochika employs a vanishing-point perspective and
subtle tonal gradations to express the depth of the quickly descending darkness.
The delicate glow of fireflies—rendered in two shades of yellow—serves to
emphasize the night's seductive pull. It is interesting to note that the American
artist James McNeill Whistler (1834-1903), who was fascinated with the “veiling”
effect of the evening on the Thames, also used numerous pinpoints of light to
structure darkness in his paintings.
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5 - MODERN DISSONANCE

The infusion of Western technology into Japan from the beginning of the



Meiji era (1868—1912) spurred widespread visual documentation of the
new developments. Railroad transportation, telegraphic communication,
gas—and later, electric—lighting, steam-powered river and ocean
vessels, and new materials and designs for bridges and buildings were
crammed into the Japanese landscape over two decades. While not always
technically precise, Kiyochika’s renderings captured the essence of these
modern innovations. In an interpretive context of light, shadow, delicately
controlled chromatics, and subtle juxtaposition, he gave a highly nuanced
commentary on the emerging values of the new world.

Shinbashi Station, 1881

Japan'’s first railway line was inaugurated in 1872 amidst much fanfare. While the
Renaissance-style station in Tokyo was celebrated in countless kaika-e
(enlightenment pictures), here it appears to sink back into shadows. Kiyochika
seems more interested in describing how light flooding from the structure’s interior
is refracted on the rain-soaked ground and the glistening, shimmering aspect of
the wet surface. At the foreground of this picture is the complex play of station
lights, lantern lights, and light diffused through oil-coated paper umbrellas. The
resulting polyphony of luminosities is one of the most masterful in his entire
series.
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View of Takanawa Ushimachi under the Shrouded Moon, 1879

Kiyochika made this print in 1879, seven years after a rail line opened to connect

Shinbashi in central Tokyo with Takanawa, about four miles down the coast of the
bay. However, it seems that Kiyochika was depicting a type of locomotive that had
yet to make its appearance in Japan. In anticipation, he borrowed liberally from a

Currier & Ives lithograph of the engine.

This study of light—perhaps Kiyochika’s most highly regarded—posits the train as
the vehicle of modernity; it belches controlled fire and casts transforming rays
from its headlamp, cabin, and carriage. The illumination provided by the dramatic,
shifting, and grandly unpredictable sky contrasts with the modern light.
Passengers in this journey are ghostly silhouettes, a form used again and again by
Kiyochika to depict humans in this newly available night.
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Moonlit Sea at Kawasaki, 1879

Kiyochika again creates an imaginary scene in this print, likely inspired by another
Currier & Ives lithograph. The point of view here is ambiguous, but it presumably
suggests that Japanese people are observing foreign battleships in a firing
exercise, held in Tokyo Bay off of Kawasaki to the south of Tokyo. The print is an
essay on light—Kiyochika’s mix of natural moonlight and the violent bursts
emitted from these dark and relatively unfamiliar hulks.

This image is prescient. Later in his career, Kiyochika would produce woodblock-
print accounts of two of Japan’s expansionist wars with China (1894-95) and
Russia (1904-5). In each instance, Kiyochika relied on reports from the front to
imagine dramatic scenes of land battles, and engagements on the high seas.
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Rainy Moon at Gohon-matsu, 1880

The Japanese language first accommodated the concept of “steamboat” in 1853.
Here, Kiyochika establishes contrasts between the figures who stroll along the
bank carrying traditional lanterns and umbrellas and the sleek steamboat slicing
through the canal. Light reflected on the rain-dampened path and on the river are
two irresistible points of observation for the artist.

Gohonmatsu (five pines), an auspicious bend on the Onigawara Canal in Edo, was
named for five auspicious pines. The trees grew on the estate of Baron Kuki
Rydichi (1852-1931), keeper of the imperial art collections and a prominent art
collector who had significant interactions with Westerners. By Kiyochika’s time,
only one tree remained, but it still encapsulated the pine’s essential meaning of
longevity.
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Kudanzaka at Night in Early Summer, 1880

With the establishment of Yasukuni Shrine in Kudanzaka in 1869, the site became
a landmark as a memorial to Japanese fallen soldiers. The adjoining Western-style
lighthouse, constructed purportedly to appease the souls of those who had died
bringing about the Meiji Restoration, also guided ships in Shinagawa Bay. In his
novella Black Hair, Meiji-era writer Izumi Kyoka (1873-1939) notably feminized
the structure, likening the stone base to the fall of a woman’s kimono.

Kiyochika achieved this print’s rich nuances of dark sky with the bokashi
technique. He rendered hues ranging from light to dark by applying pigment in a
gradient to a moistened woodblock. The standard process of inking the whole

block with a single pigment value was much more efficient, but the effect was less
subtle.
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Umaya Bridge, ca. 1880

In 1874, the Umaya Bridge was built over the Sumida River, connecting the areas
of Kuramae and Komagata on the western bank and Honjo on the eastern bank.
This bridge was one of the first modern infrastructures constructed in the reign of
the Meiji emperor. Umaya means “horse stables” and refers to the shogun’s
stables, which were once located near the bridge’s western end.

The scene described here is a torrential storm. Pedestrians scurry under lashing
rain. Kiyochika contrasts poles that uphold telegraph wires with the ominous force
of the storm.
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