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Where Is Reiko? Kishida Ryusei’s 19141918 Portraits

Kuraya Mika

The series of works Kishida Ryusei (1891 —1929) produced from the end of 1914 to around 1918, are
generally described as being “detailed representation” influenced by the “Northern Renaissance.” Of the
portraits he painted during this period, this paper focuses mainly on Portrait of Yoshio Koya (Portrait of a
Man Holding a Plant) (1916) and Reiko, Five Years Old (1918), and looks at their expressional characteristics
and their place in Ryusei’s theory of art.

First, Chapter 1 provides an overview of the disappearance of the large brushwork divisions seen in his
early portraits and the development of his gradually more detailed representations.

Chapter 2 first examines the element of the written characters included in Portrait of Yoshio Koya. In
this painting, the sense of being three-dimensional is gained through the bright areas that arise from light
upon the model from one direction and the dark areas, which are the shadows. However, the written
characters in the painting ruin this three-dimensional illusion and make the viewer aware of the two-
dimensional painting surface. Reiko, the second portrait analyzed, also gains its sense of being three-
dimensional from the careful depiction of light and dark. However, the trompe I'ocil-like picture frame
depicted in the upper part of the work negates this sense of the model being three-dimensional and emphasizes
the fact that what is before the viewer’s eyes is a flat picture. These analyses point out that Ryusei’s portraits
through “detailed representation” are realized by producing a sense of being three-dimensional mainly
through light and shadows and that, as though to contrast with this three-dimensional sense, Ryusei
frequently includes a device to expose the fact that a painting is two-dimensional.

Lastly, Chapter 3 examines how Ryusei’s theory of art during the time concerned materialized. In
addition to setting the sense of being three-dimensional over against flatness, as pointed out in Chapter 2,
Ryusei’s works often contain other oppositional relationships. Examples of this would be compressing the
diverse expressions of the model observed during numerous moments into one image, or applying paint
extremely thickly in specific areas, such as the highlights, on a surface with a smooth texture.

This paper concludes that what Ryusei aimed for through several devices producing one or the other
of these two polar extremes, was to create a mechanism to transform a work created from real materials,

paints, into something that surpassed the physical.
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