From Sketch to Print:
Klyochlka s Ryogoku Fire and Hakone-Shizuoka Prlnts

Henry D. Smith 11

In Nagai Kafii's well-known appreciation of Kiyochika in Hiyorigeta (1914-15), written when
the artist was still alive but as if he were already history. the author remarks that Kiyochika had
converted his watercolor sketches of the early Tokyo landscape “just as they were” (sono mama)
into woodblock prints. " Now that all the sketchbooks are available for study. we can begin to
understand how many problems lurk within the phrase “sono mama.” However close in appear-
ance the sketch and the finished woodblock may sometimes appear, in between lies a constant
artistic struggle, a struggle that Joes much to explain the success of Kivochika's early art. His
sketches never in fact became prints “sono mamea.” and it is precisely the distance between
sketch and print that is most intriguing.

Here, I do not wish to deal with the most immediately interesting issue, the visual ways in
which color, line, and texture were transformed from sketch to print. Rather I wish to consider
two groups of landscapes in the period 1880-81 in which textual notations on the finished print
either imply or provide information about the actual act of sketching. These are prints in which
the artist in effect announces "1 was there to sketch this scene, and this is what it looked like.”

In all, a total of sixteen prints are of this type, falling into two categories, those of fires in

Tokyo in early 1881 (four prints), and those of landscapes of Hakone and Shizuoka (eleven
prints). The mode of expressing the act of sketching differs considerably between the two cases,
but both combine to reveal @ new dimension in the meaning of sketching for Kivochika's early
landscape art.
“The story of the Rydgoku fire of January 26, 1881, is the single best-known episode -in.
Kiyochika’s life. It is mentioned in all the earliest published appreciations of the artist, and by
the time of the first scholarly accounts, by Kondo Ichitard and Yoshida Susugu, it had come to
assume a key role in explaining the evolution of Kiyochika's art. * The basic story is that when
the fire broke out at night, Kiyochika left his home with sketchbook in hand, then sketched the
fire all night only to return in the morning and find his housq burned and his family gone.
According to the Kondd and Yoshida versions of the legend, this crisis led to the break-up of his
marriage and the termination of the Tokyo landscape series. The fire thus becomes pivotal in
what is seen as a fundamental change in Kiyochika’s art in 1881. ,

Fortunately, the actual sketching that Kiyochika did of the Rydgoku fire survives in sketch-
book no. V, and provides valuable primary evidence to compare against the surviving written
accounts. Let us first consider the latter. There survive five accounts of the fire that seem to

have been written independently of each other. All appeared many years after the event and
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must be treated with caution. Only one is an eyewitness account, that of the printer Nishimura
Kumakichi, who at the time of the fire was twenty-one years old and the printer of a number of
Kiyochika’s Tokyo landscapes of the previous year. In a conversation over fifty years later,
Kumakichi recalled : '
I think it was in 1881, when a fire broke out in Kanda Matsueda-chd and then spread to
Hama-cho 1-chome and 2-chome. Carrying nothing but his painting gear, Kiyochika casually
dropped by my place, and asked if I wouldn’t put him up for a while. I asked, “What on earth
happened,” and he explained that on hearing of the fire he had rushed from his house, and
became absorbed in sketching a view of the Hisamatsu Theater, framed by warehouses, as
it collapsed in flames. When he finally finished the sketch, he went back to his house, but
he couldn’t even tell where he was. The house had burned to the ground. and his family had
disappeared. So he decided to go in a direction away from the fire, and ended up wandering
to my place. People in those days were sure easygoing about things.

Clearly Kumakichi’'s memory — he was age 72 when recollecting these events — cannot be
considered wholly reliable, and he in fact is in error in claiming that Kiyochika sketched the
burning “Hisamatsu Theater.” This must refer to the Meiji Theater, which was destroved not
in the Rydgoku fire of January 26. but in the wholly different fire that broke out February 11,
just over two weeks later. Kiyochika also sketched this fire (sketchbook V/106-107), but it was
the earlier fire in which he lost his house. In general. however, Kumakichi’s account seems to
confirm that the basic story line is correct.

Of the four others who described the event, three had actually known Kiyochika but only late
in the artist’s life, and all revealed that they were drawing on legend rather than first-hand
description. Kinoshita Mokutare in 1916 reported it as a “famous story”™ (vinwei na hanashi), and
Kiyochika’s daughter Katsu qualified the two sentences of her 1924 account with phrases

meaning “I have heard it said that” (— o @t koto deshita, — de atta 30 de arimashita), while

. Kurosaki Shin in 1927 said that “it is a tale that [ heard told" (gojitsu no monogatari ni kiita).*?- -~

Nor do any of these add significant details to Kumakichi's account, except for Katsu's sugges-
tion, later amplified in third-hand accounts, that Kiyochika spent a considerable time sketching
the fire: “Father left the house with just his sketchbook in hand, and then went about here and
there, following the fire on foot.”

By far the most concretely detailed account, however, is that of Sakai Shékichi, writing in
1919, who obtained his information from Matsuki Heikichi V(1871-1931), who himself was ten

years old at the time of the 1881 fire, but would also presumably have often heard the story from

his adoptive father, Matsuki Tokd (Heikichi IV, 1836-91)." Sakai writes:
When the fire broke out, Kiyochika stuffed his sketchbook into his jacket pocket, grabbed
his paintbox, and in addition, out of fear that they might be burned, he took with him about
six fairly bulky volumes from among some albums of prize antique nishiki-e prints that

Matsuki had lent him for study. Thus making his way through the press of the crowd, he
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did his sketching, but he was knocked to the ground by some of the people running about,
and dropped the albums. He tried to recover them, but people kept trampling over him, and
out of fear for his life he ended up losing the precious albums, , .. .®

This account tells us that Kiyochika left his house fully aware that he might return to find it
burned, and obliges us to reject later suggestions that he irresponsibly abandoned his house and
family in his enthusiasm for sketching. The real trauma, according to this account, was not the
loss of his house (a common occurrence in the old downtown sections of early Meiji Tokyo, after
all), but the loss of the old prints borrowed from Matsuki.

One important detail in Sakai’s account reminds us of how stories get distorted in retelling.
This is the matter of the hour of the outbreak of the fire. Of all the printed accounts, only Sakai
gives a specific time, of “about eight o'clock in the evening.” This was followed in later
derivative accounts, but contemporary newspaper reports make it clear that the fire in fact
broke out early in the morning of Wednesday, January 26, at about 1:30 am. It burned to
Ryogoku Bridge by daybreak. and jumped across the Sumida River at about 9 am, moving south
to the Fukagawa area and coming under control at about 5-6 pm the same day. ‘"

How then does the sketchbook record mesh with these later accounts? 1 first make two basic
assumptions about Kiyochika's sketchbooks, both of which may be challenged: first, that he
used only one sketchbook at a time, and second, that the page order is in general the order in
which the sketches were executed. The first assumption seems generally safe, at least for the
fire and the Hakone-Shizuoka trip, but the latter is problematic. since it is clear that Kiyochika
would often go back and use unfilled pages (usually the pages opposing color sketches), especially
for quick pencil sketching. This in fact appears to be the case in the Rydgoku fire sketches. But
color sketches appear on the whole to be in the order in which they were executed.

The Rydgoku fire first appears an pp. 96-97 of sketchbook no. V, a panoramic two-page
spread that seems to have been done in haste. We see a huge crowd of people, with flames down
a street to the left and in the distap(:__e_zv_tq‘t}lq right. A pencilled inscription to the far rright reads
“January 26, 1881," followed by a iine that is difficult to make out, but that seems to read
“Tsukugi-chd.” I would propose that this refers to the small area known properly as “Tsukegi-
dana” (‘Matchstick Alley’), lying almost equidistant between the point that the fire broke out at
Kanda Matsueda-cho and Kiyochika’s own house at 2 Yonezawa-cho 1-chome. Given the known
course of the fire, it was probably about 3 or 4 am that Kiyochika made this sketch.

This single sketch of the Rydgoku fire, however, stands in isolation. It is followed by five
pages of unrelated light pencil sketches (98-102), after which-comes the sketch (103) that would
be the model for “Rydgoku after the Fire” (Rydgoku yakeato), perhaps the greatest of all
Kiyochika’'s Tokyo landscapes. If the gas light was indeed lit, as Kiyochika shows it, then'this
sketch was probably made just about dusk on the evening of the 26th, some 17-18 hours after the
fire began, when smoke could still be seen in the distance in the direction of Fukagawa. In other

words, Kiyochika only had time to complete a single color sketch of the Rydgoku fire, which
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F basically accords with the accounts of Nishimura Kumakichi and Sakai Shokichi. He was

probably carried along by the crowd in fleeing from the fire, and devoted the rest of the night
and the following day to looking for his family, stopping by Kumakichi's along the way. Only
later in the day, when he had confirmed his family’s safety, did he return to make the sketch of
the burnt-out plaza west of Rydogoku Bridge. For whatever reason, Kiyochika skipped over five
pages (98-102) when he made this sketch, and it was probably later that he turned back to do the
quick pencil landscapes that appear on these pages.

Finally. how does this sketchbook record relate to the resulting prints of the fire ? Other than
“Ryagoku After the Fire,” Kiyochika designed two prints of the fire, both showing the fire at its
height. All three prints have an identical inscription to the right of the title and in slightly
smaller characters: “Qutbreak of Fire on January 26, 1881.” ®  This sort of notation imparts
a distinctly journalistic tone to the image, implying that the artist was striving to report exactly
what he saw at the time. And this is the way most later viewers of the prints have treated them.
as directly based on Kivochika's first-hand sketches.

But in fact this was not necessarily true. “Ryodgoku After the Fire,” to be sure, was based on
the sketchbook model, as was “Outbreak of Fire Seen from Hisamatsu-chd” (Hisamatsu-ch nite
miru shukka), the single print of the February 11 fire (sketchbook V /107). But of the two prints
showing the actual Ryogoku fire on January 26, neither corresponds in the slightest to the single
two-sheet color sketch that Kivochika actually made of the fire. Or rather, to be more accurate,
no model can be found in the sketchbook used at the actual time of the fire. But if we turn to
Kiyochika's earlier sketchbooks, we make the surprising discovery that an exact model does in
fact exist for one of the two prints, “"Ryagoku Fire Sketched from Hama-chd” (Hama-cho yori
utsusu Ryogoku taika). It is on page 30 of sketchbook no. 1, which according to Kikuno Kazuo’
s research was probably executed in 1879, over one year earlier.*”

Kivochika thus produced a composite picture, by taking an old sketch of the view from
Hama-chd in the direction of Rydgoku Bridge, and then adding the necessary flames to create
a sense of a particular historical moment. The “moment” is when the fire leapt across the
Sumidagawa at Rydgoku at about 9 am. The flames themselves may have also come from an
earlier sketchbook, of which there are two separate examples, in [1/48-50 (three single-page
sketches in color) and in 1lI/58-60 (one single-page and one two-page spread, both in color).
(These are difficult to date exactly, but the latter is probably the fire that broke out at
Nihonbashi Hakuya-chd on December 26, 1879, the largest fire in Tokyo in this period. ¢?)

At any rate, it seems clear that Kivochika has created a composite view by adding flames to
an earlier landscape sketch. It bears attention that the title of this print makes specific reference
to the act of sketching in the words “sketched from. . .” (. . . yori utsusu). In other words, the
artist is making a special effort here to convey the impression that he was at the scene at that
moment, sketching the dramatic leap of the fire across the river. But we knowAfrom the

sketchbook that he was not. In one sense, it could be argued that Kiyochika was being somehow
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dishonest by leading people to believe (as later generations did believe) that he actually sketched
the scene. But it would seem more valid to interpret this as a creative artistic act, the
enhancement of the visual impact of the scene by presenting it as a sketch at one dramatic
moment. Whatever the interpretation, the element of fabrication cannot be overlooked.

The other print of the Rydgoku fire, entitled “The Ryogoku Fire at Asakusabashi” (Rydgoku
taika Asakusabashi), may also have been a similar composite of previous sketches, although no
obvious candidates abpear in the surviving sketchbooks. It must be remembered that in fact the
majority of Kiyochika's Tokyo landscape series of 1876-81 have no surviving sketch models:
many of these may not even have been modeled on sketches but rather drawn from memory or
possibly photographs. What gives the two prints of the Rydgoku fire their persuasive power is
rather that they were drawn as f made from sketches. We must recall that Kiyochika did, after
all, experience the fire, and that the prints certainly conveyed that experience if not a particular
sketch at the time. It is the sketch-likeness of the prints that is critical.

The same issue arises with another special category of Kiyochika landscapes. those of the
Hakone and Shizuoka areas that appeared in the same period as the fire prints. These fall into
two groups, seven prints published by Fukuda Kumajiré depicting the Hakone area and four
prints by Matsuki Heikichi showing landscapes in the area from Tagonoura to Shizuoka. *V All
of the prints. with one exception, ?’ are directly based on models from sketchbook no. V, of
which pages 1-73 record what was clearly a single journey, beginning at Hakone, on along the
Tokaido towards Mishima (32-41), crossing the Fujigawa (46-47), on through Satta Pass (52-53),
stopping at Rytigeji in Shimizu (54-57) and at Kundzan (58) before entering Shizuoka (61). then
returning along the Tokaido by Fujinomiya (66), Tagonoura (68), and Kisegawa Bridge between
Numazu and Mishima (70).

Three pieces of evidence combine to suggest that Kiyochika made this journey in early
October, 1880. First, one of the prints based on the sketchbook (“View of Shizuoka Rytihozan")
. was published in November of that year. Second, one of the first sketches to appear after. the .
end of the journey appears to be the Oeshiki (a memorial of the death anniversary of Nichiren)
at Ikegami Honmonji (p. 77), which would have been on October 13. ®® Finally, the foliage in
many of the sketches is clearly that of autumn.

In turning to the prints that resulted from this trip, however, we encounter a problem in
assessing one distinctive feature of the series, the frequent provision of a notation in the form
“sketched in such-and-such a ten-day period (jun) of such-and-such a month at such-and-such an

hour” ( -gatsu -fun -ji utsusu). Some appear as part of the title below the print, and

others are inscribed informally within the print itself, but most have the same format. As Sakai
Shokichi observed in writing of Kiyochika in 1919, “One senses the careful attention of a master
in the way in which he mustered every device to depict the effects of light at a particular season
and hour.” "#

It is striking, however, that of the eight prints bearing such a notation, only one corresponds
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“to the season of autumn in which the sketches were actually made. Of the remainder, as we see
on the following chart, four are recorded as January, one as March, one as “spring,” and one as
July:

Title Alleged Time of Skelching
View of Fuji from the Hakone Mountains Sketched in early January at 3 pm.

Amazake Stand in Hakone Mountain Pass Spring day at 6 pm.

Mannen Bridge at the Source of Hakone Sketched in early October at 9 am.
Sokokura Hot Spring

Distant View of Kiga at Hakone Sketched in early March 8 am.
Hakone Sanmai Bridge in the Rain Sketched in early July at 4 pm.
Hakone Shrine in the Snow Sketched in early January at 6 pm.
Mt. Fuji from the Abe River Mid-January at 6 pm.

Mt. Fuji from Satta Pass Sketched in mid-January at 9 am.

What has happened, obviously, is that Kiyochika freely altered the actual time of the sketching
so as to enable himself to create a wider range of seasonal impressions within the published
prints. If all had conformed to the reality of sketching, all would have been uniformly “October.”
resulting in a monotonous series. One can also imagine pressure from the publishers to vary the
months. But what is important is that the artist clearly considered it crucial to specify the act
of sketching, and its particular time.

This differs in important ways from the case of the fire prints. The notations do not indicate
the year or the day of the month, since there is no element of journalistic reportage : rather it
is the seasonal mood and time of day that are primary. Still, there is a basic parallel with the
fire prints. In both cases, the artist was seeking to reinforce the sense of the act of sketching,
to convince the viewer that he was actually there at a particular point in time. And in both cases

he introduced the element of fiction between the actual sketch and the finished print, so that the

sketch did not in fact become a print “sono mama,” without any alteration. Ironically, the - ---

ultimate aim of this disjunction between sketch and print was to persuade the viewer that in fact
there was no such distance at all. Kaft's phrase “sono mama” in the end is a mark of Kiyochika’s

success.

NOTES

1. Nagai Kafa, “Hiyorigeta — Ichimei Tokyo sansaku ki,” Kafid zenshi, vol. 13 (Iwanami
shoten, 1963), p. 353. The original appeared in Mita Bungaku 5/12 (December 1914), p. 169.

2 . Kondo Ichitard, Kiyochika to Yasuji — Meiji no hikari no hangaka-tachi (Atorie-sha, 1944),
pp- 24-26, and Yoshida Susugu, Katkaki no eshi — Kobayashi Kiyochika (Ryokuen shobo,
1964), pp. 212-214,

3 . Nishimura Kumakichi, “Surishi Kumakichi mukashibanashi,” Ukiyoe geijuisu, 2/3 (March
1933), p. 59.
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. Kinoshita Mokutard, “Ko Kobayashi Kiyochika-6 no koto,” Chid bijutsu, 2/2 (February

1916), p. 37 ; Kobayashi Katsu, “Kiyochika no tsuioku,” Chad Koron, 39/6 (June 1924), p. 12,
reprinted in Kanagawa kenritsu kindai bijutsukan, ed., Kanagawa-ken bijutsu fudoki —
Meiji Taisho hen (Yirindo, 1971), p. 485 ; Kurosaki Shin, Kiyochika gaden (Matsuki Heikichi,
1927), p. 3.

For the history of the Matsuki family. see Yoshida Susugu, “Meiji no hanmoto Matsuki
Heikichi” and Nishina Yiisuke, “Matsuki Daihei no omoide,” [ Kikan] Ukiyoe, no. 34 (August
1968), pp. 52-65.

. Kokosei [Sakai Shokichi], “Kobayashi Kivochika no geijutsu to shégai,” Part 1I, Ukiyoe

getjutsu, no. 50 (October, 1919), pp. 29-30.

. The newspaper accounts of the time all differ as to the exact hours of the duration of the

fire: Chigai bukka shinpo (no. 368, January 26, 1881), p.25: from after 1:30 am until past
4 pmy; Tokyo Niclinichi shinbun (no. 2738, January 27, 1881), p. 4 from 2 : 30 am until 5 pm ;
Yomiuri shinbun (no. 1803, January 27, 1881), p.2: from 1:40 am until about 3:40 pm.
Perhaps most reliable is a later compilation of information on Tokyo fires by the Tokyo
keishi shobasho, which gives the hours of 1:30 am until 6 : 10 pm (Fiizoku gahd, rinji zokan
gd, April 5, 1899), pp. 37-40, reprinted in Ogi Shinzd, Tokei shomin setkatsu shi kenkyi [Nihon
hosé shuppan kyokai, 1979], pp. 96-99.

. The character for “ten” in the year date was inadvertently dropped from the notation on

“Rydgoku Fire Sketched from Hama-chd.” For the one print of the February 11 Fire, the

notation varies slightly : “Great Fire on the evening of February 11, 1881.”

. Kikuno Kazuo. “Kivochika no e-nikki, suketchi-cho ni tsuite,” in Nihon insho-ha no senkusha

— Kobavashi Kivochika ten (exhibition catalog, Ukivoe Ota kinen bijutsukan, October 1989),
p. 94. The crucial piece of evidence for dating is the appearance on pp. 10, 25, and 59 of
Kivochika's oldest daughter Ginko (born November 11, 1878) as a baby.

For information on Tokyo fires from 1874-98, see the Tokyo keishi shobdsho report
mentioned in note 7.

Although only three of the seven Hakone prints bear the mark of Fukuda Kumajirs, Endo
Kintard, who as a dealer had inside information on such matters, asserted in 1939 that all
were published by Fukuda. See Kintaro shujin, “Genkon nishiki-e nedan shirabe : Kobayashi
Kiyochika, 6,” Ukiyo-e kai 4/2 (February 1939), p. 38. Endo fails to mention, however, the
rare untitled print known from the catalog of the 1931 Watanabe hangaten Kiyochika
exhibition as “View of Mt. Fuji-from' Lake Hakone” {Hakone kohan yori Fuji chobo zu)
(illustrated in Hikari to kage no ukiyo-eshi — Kobayashi Kiyochika ten, exhibition catalog,
Itabashi kuritsu bijutsukan, 1982), pl. 6. In style, however, this print is very close to “View
of Mt. Fuji from the Hakone Mountains,” which bears Fukuda's mark, and wholly unlike the
style or format of any of the Matsuki prints.

The exception is “Hakone Shrine in the Snow,” for which the sketch on p. 7, despite the label
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“Yumoto” on the facing page, may possibly have been a model.

13. Kikuno Kazuo, in an unpublished manuscript of notes on specific pictures in the sketch-
books, describes this sketch as “Gate of Honmonji Temple and mayudama decorations,
1881,” suggesting that he believed it to be a scene of New Year’s (when mayudama are
displayed). The decorations, however, are more likely the mands of the Oeshiki festival,
which Kiyochika was later to depict in “Ikegami Honmonji” in the Musashi hyakkei series
(November 10, 1884).

14. Kokosei, op. cit., Part 1, Ukiyoe geijutsi, no. 49 (August, 1919), p. 29.
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