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The Path toward Independence and Self-Reliance:
Documentary Interviews with the Artist
HIRANO Kyoko [Part 1: 1930-1980]

SAITO Risa

Hirano Kyoko is an artist whose works are part of the collections at the Yokohama Museum of Art
and Yokohama Civic Art Gallery. Though she is best known for Buddhist-themed works of the 1960s
and ’70s, Hirano has dealt with a diverse range of subject matter. These include series of fictional land-
scapes from the ’80s, best exemplified by Shun-rin-ten (Yokohama Civic Art Gallery); works from the
early "90s focusing on motifs such as the sun and flowers; and works that she has continued to make since
the late *90s dealing with Jomon ware and the Kojiki and other ancient texts. Hirano’s style has also un-
dergone many changes. To better understand the background for the vicissitudes in Hirano’s subject
matter and style, the writer conducted a total of ten interviews with the artist in 2012 (May 28, June 15,
July 6, August 17, August 30, September 6, September 13, October 9, October 24, and November 2). All
of these were conducted at Hirano’s house-cum-studio. This text has been compiled chronologically ac-
cording to events in the artist’s personal life and career by referencing supplementary materials from
2013 to 2106 based on the interviews. Though a number of articles have been published in the past in
which Hirano and others explained her personal and artistic background, the writer took special care to
ask about topics that Hirano had not previously addressed and added some final thoughts.

This, the first of a two-part series, traces Hirano’s life from childhood to her work of the 1970s. Blessed
with many opportunities and a family environment in which she was exposed to painting as a child, and
fortunate to make many acquaintances, including some celebrated figures, Hirano said that these experi-
ences often provided her with stimulation during her maturation as an artist. Anecdotes about reading
and her enthusiastic participation in film and lecture event at the Kyoritsu Auditorium reflected Hirano’s
thirst for knowledge. She also spoke about various important figures who exerted an influence on her
work. In addition to discussing her well-known relationship with Migishi Setsuko, Hirano talked about
how her association and subsequent break from Nagaya Isamu, with whom she studied as a university
student, prompted a change in direction from figurative to abstract painting. Hirano also explained how
the class she took with Kitagawa Momoo led to her later interest in Buddhism, and how studying with
Hoshizaki Konosuke, to whom she had been introduced by Migishi in 1965, inspired her to make in-
creasing use of a detailed style of depiction.

In regard to her adoption of Buddhism as a central theme in the *70s, Hirano said that she was inspired
by Daihokobutsu Kegon-kyo (Avatamsaka Sutra), which she came across in a book of Buddhist writings
that she obtained while recuperating from an illness. And after supplementing this with research on Bud-
dhist countries like India and Indonesia, she created a series of highly detailed works. In particular, after
being attracted by the Buddhist images carved in stone on Mt. Namsan in Gyeongju during her first
visit to Korea in 1970, Hirano continued to study the site for a period of nine years, culminating a large
series called Magaibutsu-san in 1978. At the same time, she published a book called Homage to Magaibut-
su-san, which contained meticulous information on the Buddhist carvings that Hirano had studied. In
the interview, Hirano explained that one reason for her interest in the site was “the fusion of natural and
human spirit and faith,” a theme which she continued to pursue after Buddhism.
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After experiencing a dramatic shift from a patriotic to a democratic curriculum, which occurred
around the end of World War II when Hirano was 15, she became acutely aware of the importance of
free will. Hirano recounted her youthful experiences with anecdotes about her love of reading while at-
tending a girls’ high school and the anger she felt when she read about how the Japanese government had
inferred with the art world in the past. She also talked about having once joined groups like the Ogenkai
and Shinseiki Bijutsu Kyokai, but at the same time delving into her own art with a spirit of “indepen-
dence and self-reliance,” which provided a spiritual foundation for her later work.
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