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Research Notes on Nakajima Kiyoshi’s Wartime
Journals 1938-1939

UCHIYAMA Junko

Nakajima Kiyoshi (1899-1989) was a Nihonga painter and a resident of Yokohama. Through examination
of his journal entries written in 1938 and 1939, this research aims to shed light on Nakajima’s experience and
his thoughts on art during this period of Japan’s advancing militarization at the height of the Japan-China
War. His journals were written in the daily pages of the Diary Book for the Home Front (yokohama-shi shut-
sudo shoshi katei nikki) published by The Yokohama City Military Support Association (yokohama-shi shut-
sudo gunjin koenkai) for families of Yokohama military personnel on active duty. The Association was estab-
lished in 1937 to console bereaved families of military personnel. Copies of the above-mentioned publication
were distributed free of charge and contained The Imperial Rescript to Soldiers and Sailors issued by the
Meiji Emperor, army and navy organization charts, notes on ideal homefront attitudes, daily pages with
blank space for names of visitors and columns for recording communications from the battlefield. The fron-
tispiece for each month featured an artwork by Nakajima or other artists of the Yokohama Art Association
(yokohama bijutsu kyokai). Although there were no soldiers on active duty in Nakajima’s household, he re-
ceived the Diary Book as a frontispiece contributing artist and used it to write down his daily matters. He also
cooperated with the Association by visiting soldiers in hospitals, editing magazines for military personnel and
their families, and organizing local artists.

Nakajima became an associate member of the Japan Art Institute (nikon bijutsuin) in 1930, a full member
after the war, and a lifelong participant in the Inten Exhibition (organized by the Japan Art Institute) there-
after. In the 1930s, increasing numbers of painters wished to explore new expressions in Nihonga and to de-
part from the neo-classicism that held sway under the Inten organization. With the Teiten Exhibition (under
the Imperial Art Academy) reorganized in 1935 to reinforce government sponsorship and aligned with the
Inten Exhibition, young and mid-career artists became disenchanted and quit the organizaton being worried
that the anti-establishment mindset of the Inten Exhibition would become a mere facade. Nakajima, how-
ever, remained. He sometimes showed a tendency towards modernism but basically developed a clear and
calm style based on Neo-classicism that took over Inten. From his diary, we can discern that Nakajima, while
committed to the Inten mainstream line, took note of the new directions his generation of painters were tak-
ing and he tried to avoid being complacent in neo-classicism.

Between 1938 and 1939, Nakajima visited China twice to console the troops and to research painting
themes. In 1939, his China Street series, seven paintings depicting street performers and people at leisure in
the streets of Beijing, was awarded the Inten Exhibition Nihon Bijutsuin Award. Nakajima’s early passion to
be a painter is clear in words he wrote in his diary as a young man: ‘I will draw human beings with original-
ity and endless variety.” Maintaining this passion, he poured his heart and soul into his China Street series
depicting the people of China regardless of it being during the Japan-China War. As far as we can tell from
his diary, Nakajima did not resist the State Shinto based Emperor centered views prevalent at the time. He
was happy to be able as an artist to provide some pleasure to the men fighting in the war. He was, however,
strongly uncomfortable creating works according to national policies. He calmly accepted the trends and
historical views of the time without giving up his humanism in his depictions of people. To accomplish this,
and survive through a period of hardship, he positioned himself within the Inten classical style.
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